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From Al-Qasabah to the Minaret: The Physical Transformation in
Landmarks as Guiding Elements in the Built and Surrounding
Environments in the Sarawat Highlands of Southwest Saudi Arabia

Mohammed Eben Abdullah Eben Saleh

Department of Architecture & Building Sciences
College of Architecture and Planning, King Saud University
Riyadh, Saudi Arabia

Abstract: The construction of A/-Ottom “fortress” is considered a necessity and was encouraged by Prophet Mohammed
(PBUH) when he migrated to Al-Madinah as the city was undergoing tribal attacks at the emergence of Islam. So, the
villages of the Sarawat highlands of southwest Saudi Arabia like other settlements worldwide also adopted defensive
structures like A/-Qasabah or Al-Husn (the warning and defense structures). Al-Qasabah and Al-Husrn are considered
physical elements that enhance also assisted as “guidance elements” in the built environment. The study of transformation in
the physical form of AI-Qasabah and Ai-Husn, after the establishment of Saudi Arabia seventy years ago and the prevalence
of security, indicates that while their role as defensive structures has diminished, such structures still serve as landmarks and
help in guiding through the built and surrounding environment of villages.

Al-Qasabah and Al-Husn are considered effective and atiractive elements as they are distinguished by their considerable
height and monumentality. The physical transformation includes changes in the function and the form of these buildings,
which are being replaced by other buildings of similar status. As a result of stopping the erection of such buildings with
traditional specifications, their existence started to vanish. It can be said that the need for such structures for defensive
purposes is no longer required, but the Qasabah and Al-Husn had and still have a distinctive role in facilitating the
identification of places in the built environment as well as the surrounding areas of the villages of the highlands of southwest
Saudi Arabia. As aresult of stopping the erection of such structures in the newly built residential quarters, in addition to the
fact that such quarters carry similar architectural characters and urban patterns in their planning and design schemata, the
possibility of getting lost in those environments is inevitable. As the role of those structures in creating identity for the place.
Thus, the inclusion of minarets in the new Mosques, which were not found in traditional mosques because they were not built
during the time of the prophet (PBUH), has, in addition to their basic function, a role in guiding people to the mosques and
their surroundings in the newly built environments, which are characterized by horizontal expansions supported by the
reliance on transportation by cars which reduce the opportunity of fully understanding the place.

The study asserts the legitimacy of introducing minarets to facilitate locating mosques, in addition it asserts that without
which, finding the mosque can be difficult. The research discusses the reasons behind the emergence of minarets and the
extinction of Al-Qasabah and Al-Husn in the villages of the highlands of Southwest Saudi Arabia. As architectural
landmarks, the minarets contribute to the environmental cognition of the built and the surrounding environment of villages.
The minarets also contribute to giving the environment urban and architectural touches which facilitate the guidance to the
required place in the contemporary era. The physical transformation in such architectural landmarks is influenced by the
prevailing cultural, political, ritual and technical factors.



