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Exploring New Narratives for Preserving and Presenting Archaeological Heritage 
of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (KSA) 

 
Introduction & research context: 
The KSA, because of its geographic location and because of its varied 
environmental and natural conditions, played a significant role in the 
development sequence of civilizations in the Middle East. (Al-Hariri-
Rifai. and Al-Hariri-Rifai 1999).  
           The history of the KSA in the Arabian Peninsula is represented 
using a chronological approach resulting in the creation of the Arabian 
Kingdoms. It is necessary, however, to do much more than just tell that 
these civilizations existed in the past and to list how one followed the 
other. Therefore, in my dissertation, I will analyse the ways that the 
history in the KSA could be better presented in museums by using 
various narratives/themes. I will also analyse the current situation of the 
legislation of the KSA in relation to antiquities and evaluate it with some 
of the best Archaeological Heritage Management practice on a world-
wide basis.  Furthermore, the heritage industry has been growing 
extremely fast in the last few years (Gilmore et al. 2007, p 253).Thus, it 
is also important to involve the archaeological sites in KSA in this 
worldwide industry.  
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Aims: 
The aim of this research is to produce new narratives in which the 
history of the Arabian Peninsula could be better interpreted and 
represented to different levels of Saudi society, from the pre-Islamic era 
to the present day. 
This shall be addressed by: 
1. Introducing archaeological case studies; based on readings in 
“representation” studies, I will evaluate/demonstrate their significance 
for the consideration of chosen historical themes. For example, the 
relationship of human societies to water, land corridors of human travel 
and exchange and impact on development of complex societies, sea 
corridors and social development in the Arabian Peninsula and nomadic 
pastoralism vs settled agricultural and trading communities.  
2. Addressing the potential for cultural tourism at these sites, as well as 
aspects of their preservation and management in the context of cultural 
heritage management in Saudi Arabia. 

Specific Objectives: 
•To explore themes in the archaeology and history of Saudi Arabia that cut across the traditional presentation of the 
archaeological past that is exclusively chronological. These themes will include some of the following: trade; contact; 
communication; environment; water; family and society.   
•To explore the archaeological and documentary evidence of the Mada’in Salih, Thaj, and Jubbah sites.  
•To demonstrate how themes can be applied to the presentation of specific archaeological sites in the KSA.  
•To motivate public awareness and its contribution in conserving archaeological heritage.  
•To explore the strategy/ policy of archaeological heritage management in KSA.  
•To consider the benefits of managing these sites sustainably and how best to do this.  

Mada’in Salih 
Mada’in Salih is located in the Al-Ula region, which lies in the 
northwestern part of the KSA (Al-Zahrani 2009, p 78). Al-Ula site has a 
wide history starting from the Dedan kingdom, and then the Lihyanite 
kingdom, which established a strong kingdom in the fifth century BC. 
After that, the Nabataean kingdom took over used Mada’in Salih as a 
second capital to Petra in Jordan. They left some significant 
Nabataean inscriptions and 140 beautiful carved tombs (Al-Said 2001; 
Al-Zahrani 2009, p 81; Mathe et al. 2009). The themes that I am 
looking to illustrate are the relationship of Nabataean society to 
water, ownership and social-relationships, focusing on the burial 
traditions, and finally, trade and exchange and its influence on the 
political relationships with other civilisations. 

Thaj  
Thaj is located in the western part of the Al-Jubail region, which 
has foundations of houses and wells dating back to the early 
third century BC (Al-Rashid et al. 1999). It is often associated 
with the historically known site of Gerrha, famous for its role in 
the overland incense trade.  This site has been excavated, and 
amazing artefacts were found at this site. The themes here I am 
going to illustrate burial practices, trade exchange and impact on 
development of complex societies focusing in the distribution of 
the artefacts on the site. 
  

An engraved Latin inscription (180 AD) on a 
piece of sandstone 110× 60× 12 cm found in 
Mad’in Salih carries information written in 
Latin about the military, political and urban 
situation in Mad’in Salih. It holds the name 
of the Roman emperor Markus Orilu the 

roman governor of Mad’in Salih and Roman 
military leaders (Al-Faqeer, 2009, p 215). 

Water distribution stone 
channels  at the residential 

area in Mad’in Salih site 
(Al-Faqeer, 2009, p 169). 

One of the Mad’in Salih tombs (Al-Faqeer, 2009, p 205)  

 

Gold objects found during recent 1998 
excavation in a young women grave in Thaj 

presented in the National museum in Riyadh. 
 

 

Gold objects found during recent 1998 excavation in a young 
women grave in Thaj presented in the National museum in 

Riyadh. 
 

C A S E   S T U D I E S 

(Mead et al., 1999) 

Hail region 
Jubbah is located in the north of Hail region, specifically; in the 
middle of the Nafud desert (Al-Zahrani and Kbashi 2008, p 75). 
The geographic features of this region include some mountains, 
some underground water, and fertile land. It has several 
mountains that are covered with petroglyphs. For instance, 
Umm Slaman Mountain is covered with petroglyphs that have 
been dated back to diverse prehistoric periods—for example, 
the Neolithic, the late Neolithic. in addition to some  Thamudic 
and Arabic inscriptions (Al-Alansari and Yousef 2006). The 
themes here will demonstrate land corridors of human travel, 
and the relationship and interaction between the petroglyphs, 
the landscape, the artefacts, and the environment. 
Faid is an Islamic site located in the south of Hail region, and on 
the Al-Haj ancient road 'Darb Zubaidah' . This city is well known 
for being rich in underground water, and the well-preserved 
remains of cisterns, canals, and wells (Al-Hawas et al. 2010). The 
themes here will illustrate the water reservoir system in Islamic 
civilisation, and the land corridor of human travel, trade, and 
exchange, as the site was on the Al-Haj road. 
 
  

A petroglyph from Umm Slaman Mountain, Jubbah. 

A view of the Islamic site, Faid.  


