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BAIT
MOHAMMED
BIN KHALIFA

This historic house was built in 1958 for the
late Sheikh Mohammed bin Khalifa Al Nahyan
(1909-79) the father-in-law of the late Sheikh
Zayed bin Sultan Al Nahyan, Founding Father
of the United Arab Emirates.

This house was once an eminent local landmark
and a focal point for the community of Al Ain,
where Sheikh Mohammed bin Khalifa Al Nahyan
was a prominent and highly esteemed figure.
Now restored, Bait Mohammed bin Khalifa
resumes its legacy as a vibrant house for city
residents, by opening its doors as a community
centre. As part of the Cultural Sites of Al Ain,
which make up the UNESCO World Heritage
Site, it provides a testament to the history and
development of both the city and the United
Arab Emirates, through its hybrid combination
of traditional and modern architecture and
technology, thereby linking the past and present.

Bait Mohammed bin Khalifa extends a warm
invitation to all to explore, share and participate
in this historic home and community centre.



THE HOUSE

AND THE AL

AIN WORLD
HERITAGE SITE

Bait Mohammed bin Khalifa is an important
structure in Abu Dhabi's modern history. Located
within the house are valuable insights into the
changing social, historical and architectural
traditions of the nation.

The house was built at the height of the United
Arab Emirates' Transition Period (the 1930s to
the 1960s), a time in which hybrid architectural
styles evolved as a result of the economic impact

of oil exploration and discovery. A symbol of a
changing society, Bait Mohammed bin Khalifa
is an example of the fusion of traditional
architectural styles with modern building
materials and techniques. While the domestic
character of Bait Mohammed bin Khalifa was
different from the traditional fort residences
of tribal leaders, it retained the time-honoured
tradition of a leader opening up his home to
the community.






SHEIKH
MOHAMMED
BIN KHALIFA AL
NAHYAN

LIFE AND LEGACY

Sheikh Mohammed bin Khalifa Al Nahyan (1909
- 79) was descended from the senior line of Al
Nahyan, Abu Dhabi's ruling family. He was the
first cousin and father-in-law of Sheikh Zayed bin
Sultan Al Nahyan and the grandfather of the late
Sheikh Khalifa bin Zayed Al Nahyan.

Throughout his life, Sheikh Mohammed bin
Khalifa Al Nahyan played a key role in the affairs
of both the Al Nahyan family and the wider
community. His discrete demeanour and senior
position prompted community members to seek
his counsel on countless matters.

During the reign of Sheikh Shakhbut bin Sultan Al
Nahyan, Ruler of Abu Dhabi (R.1928 - 66), Sheikh
Mohammed bin Khalifa Al Nahyan was a key
negotiator in the oil concession agreements with
the British in 1939. He remained an important
adviser and mediator in state affairs throughout
the rule of Sheikh Zayed bin Sultan Al Nahyan,
first President of the nation, particularly in the
period leading up to the formation of the United
Arab Emirates.

Sheikh Mohammed bin Khalifa Al Nahyan's
legacy continues, both through his contributions
towards establishing the modern state of the
United Arab Emirates and through his children,
who include his son His Highness Sheikh

Tahnoun bin Mohammed Al Nahyan, Ruler's
Representative in Al Ain.

Bait Mohammed bin Khalifa was Sheikh
Mohammed bin Khalifa Al Nahyan's final
residence in Al Ain city, where he lived with his
family until his death in 1979.

The house was one of the most visible buildings
upon entering Al Ain from Abu Dhabi. As a
traditional family home, its layout reflected Arab



and Emirati family social structure, the rules and
religious customs. Similar to other traditional
Emirati houses, the home was organised around
a central hosh (courtyard), with clear boundaries
between public and private spaces, with the
Family Quarters reserved for the household,
while the Majlis building was used to receive
male guests.

It was customary for prominent families to
maintain an open house, showing hospitality to

visitors and neighbours. As Sheikh Mohammed
bin Khalifa Al Nahyan was a central figure in Al
Ain society and the eldest member of the ruling
family at the time, the house became a centre
for the community's daily social gatherings after
prayers, as well as on special occasions such as
weddings or religious occasions.



CONSERVING
THE HOUSE

The Department of Culture and Tourism - Abu
Dhabi (DCT Abu Dhabi) assumed responsibility
for Bait Mohammed bin Khalifa from the Al Ain
Municipality in 2008. The precarious condition
of the building prompted immediate measures
to protect the structure and its integrity.

The importance of the building's conservation
was highlighted by its within the narrative of the
World Heritage Site of Al Ain.



Conservation of the site, its surviving
components and historical value posed a twofold
challenge: dealing with potentially unstable
construction materials, and determining the
original appearance of the house through
archaeological and building investigations.



ADAPTING
BUILDING
TRADITIONS

The conservation of the house aimed to retain
existing building elements, including its hybrid
construction techniques, and to restore the
structure respecting the original intent of its
craftsmen. As many of these techniques were
inventive, special technical interventions were
needed, to ensure that the building's unusual
construction methods were preserved.

The main aims were to: extend the durability of
the building through repairs and consolidation;
restore its structural strength to successfully
accommodate its new functions; and to preserve
as much of the original fabric as possible.






ROOFTOP

During the summer, when it became too hot to
sleep indoors, the rooftop of the private block
would be used as an open-air bedroom, with
the beds placed along the flat roof. A balustrade

HOSH

The hosh, a walled inner courtyard, was a
key feature of many Arab-Islamic domestic
residences and usually housed a manama,
an area of shady trees, most likely used as an
outdoor cooking area. In Bait Mohammed bin
Khalifa the hosh was at the centre of the house
and was formed by two walls extending from the
Maijlis building to the Family Quarters.

along its edges acted as a screen and provided
privacy. The original ladder still survives and has
been repaired.

The remains of these walls were uncovered
during the conservation project and are
highlighted in the modern landscape. The
women's entrance to the house would most
likely have been located off the hosh. An earthen
privacy wall with a bent entranceway separated
the Hosh from the Majlis building. Traces of this
wall can be seen today.



WARESH

Waresh were decorative cement screens cast
in traditional designs, positioned across small
wall openings to provide residents with privacy
without restricting the flow of cooler air from the
outside. Placed strategically in different sections
of the facade, the waresh, waresh allowed
sunlight to penetrate the house, providing

LIWAN

Bait Mohammed bin Khalifa features a concrete
liwan (veranda) running along both floors of its
individual blocks. This traditional, semi-private
architectural feature is particular to the Arabian
Peninsula and the wider Middle East, and allows
cooler air into rooms, while also shielding them
from sunlight. Each liwan in Bait Mohammed
bin Khalifa has a different decorative style

natural light, while keeping out dust and sand,
in this case from the northern dunes of the city.
The balustrade along the first floor and roof of
the Family Quarters of the house also acted as
waresh, providing privacy whenever the public
spaces were in use.

and technique for example, the arcades range
from circular to triangular arches to trabeated
colonnades, and explore different uses of
concrete and stone construction techniques.



ARCHAEOLOGICAL

WALL

The archaeological wall bears witness to the
history of Bait Mohammed bin Khalifa through its
physical evidence of successive transformations
of the house over the decades and the addition
of new spaces, such as the kitchen and garage.

This archaeological display is also scientifically
valuable, supporting the research conducted on
Transition Period construction. All the materials
and techniques used in the site's construction
are represented here, including traditional stone
blocks, hollow cement blocks and mud bricks.

Oral accounts, aerial photographs and surveys
have identified three primary phases of
construction. While the exact date of each stage
is unknown, building investigations were able
to provide the sequence of the transformation.

1930s to 1960s

Bait Mohammed bin Khalifa stands as a rare
surviving example of Abu Dhabi's Transition
Period architecture. During the Transition Period,
local architecture began to change due to the
effects of oil discovery and its commercialisation.

This created a new and dynamic style in which
traditional forms and techniques were achieved
with imported building materials.

The introduction of new materials such as
cement, steel and aluminium led to hybrid
building techniques. Concrete, in particular,
was instrumental in developing this hybridised
architectural style.



LATE1950s TO
MID-1960s

Bait Mohammed bin Khalifa's initial construction
phase started with a public block which included
a Majlis and a dining room at ground level, with
a north-facing liwan, and the central block of
the Family Quarters. with several bedrooms
distributed over two floors.

The hosh most likely included an aresh manama
and most of the cooking may have taken place
outdoors.

The Maijlis building was first expanded along
the ground floor with the addition of a guest
room, a storeroom and the arcade forming the
southern liwan.

Lateral wings on both the ground and first levels
completed the Family Quarters. The rooms were
adapted for various uses and their interiors were
repainted regularly. Additional rooms were also
built for the Sheikh's children.

The first rooms for the service quarters were
added within the hosh, and later grew to include
a kitchen and food storeroom.

This phase culminated in the addition of the
upper private maijlis to the Maijlis building and
the transformation of the manama. With the
introduction of electricity, rooms were equipped
with air conditioning while some windows were
filled in to accommodate AC units. A concrete
platform, beneath which two generators were
housed, replaced the original manama.

LATE 1960s TO
EARLY 1980s

The final additions were detected from an
aerial photograph taken in March 1968. The
introduction of electricity and the availability
of motor vehicles prompted another phase of
transformation.

Garages were built alongside the main blocks to
accommodate Sheikh Mohammed bin Khalifa Al
Nahyan's collection of cars, with an additional
building added to the Majlis. Plumbing and pipes
were introduced through bathrooms added to
the Family Quarters. More doors were installed
in the rooms of the Majlis, while a number of
alcoves in the Family Quarters were filled in.

Sheikh Mohammed bin Khalifa Al Nahyan's
many duties kept him away from the house for
extended periods during the 1970s, hence the
house no longer underwent major maintenance
and renovation work.

POST 1980s
TO 2000s

Transformations to the interior and exterior
spaces took place to accommodate several
family members. However, the house was
maintained in relatively good condition until
the building was permanently vacated.
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