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ABSTRACT  
The concept of simulacra refers to imitations or representations of 
people, objects, or places that lack a tangible original referent, or 
that may have never possessed one to begin with. The absence 
of a tangible referent challenges the authenticity and relevance 
of simulacra in architectural heritage contexts, particularly 
when they are utilized to represent intangible traditions. This 
phenomenon emerged along the Pearling Path in Al-Muharraq, 
Bahrain, following its designation as a UNESCO WHS in 2012. 
Several contemporary architectural projects, influenced by 
Brutalist aesthetics and designed by renowned architectural firms, 
were built to symbolically represent the intangible heritage of the 
pearling tradition while simultaneously addressing spatial voids 
within the urban fabric. This research examines how these 
simulacra, manifested through Brutalist-architectural projects, 
contribute to the notion of Brutalification of heritage. By 
employing the qualitative-interpretive methodology, which 
integrates theoretical critique with spatial void analysis, the study 
first categorizes the simulacra of Pearling Path underpinned by 
Baudrillard’s order. Subsequently, it indicates that these simulacra 
tend to portray staged or existential authenticity and are accepted 
as a tangible referent. Based on the analysis, this study coins the 
term “Brutalification”, which emerges as a cultural consumption 
process and is directly associated with the tangible interpretation 
of intangible heritage.
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Introduction

The UNESCO World Heritage designation is widely recognized as a global benchmark for 
cultural significance and heritage excellence. Contemporary UNESCO heritage manage
ment extends beyond the preservation of exceptional cultural and natural attributes, 
requiring sites to demonstrate effective strategies for interpretation, public accessibility, 
heritage tourism and sustainable development (UNESCO, 2015). Consequently, heritage 
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sites are increasingly positioned as tourism resources (Marshall, 2011), where the delicate 
balance between visual perception and heritage evaluation (Kalbarczyk & Elghonaimy, 
2025), along with the cultural values are interpreted and presented to diverse audiences 
while simultaneously contributing to local and national economic development (Xiao 
et al., 2026).

This growing emphasis on heritage interpretation and visitor engagement has trans
formed many urban World Heritage sites into major tourism destinations. While 
tourism can enhance public appreciation of heritage and generate economic benefits, 
it also creates pressures that may alter the meanings, uses, and experiences associated 
with historic urban environments (Camatti et al., 2020). The challenge is particularly 
evident in cities where heritage narratives are increasingly curated to accommodate 
visitor expectations and tourism-driven development (Şahin Körmeçli, 2024). In recent 
years, concerns regarding over-tourism have highlighted the tensions between conserva
tion and consumption, especially within prominent urban World Heritage destinations 
such as Amsterdam, Athens, Barcelona, Paris, and Venice (Buchrieser, 2019; Gravari- 
Barbas et al., 2026). These cities illustrate how World Heritage designation can simul
taneously enhance global visibility and intensify tourism pressures, prompting new 
forms of heritage interpretation, visitor management, and urban governance (Ripp & 
Clifford, 2025,). As a result, understanding how World Heritage sites are interpreted, rep
resented, and managed for tourism has become a critical area of inquiry within contem
porary heritage studies (Vanhuele & Vanneste, 2025), particularly in the context of 
balancing conservation objectives with the demands of urban sprawl on one end 
(Parmar et al., 2023) and global tourism on the other (Khater & Al-Leheabi, 2026).

In this vein, Al Muharraq is the second-largest Island of Bahrain and holds a prominent 
position in the Gulf region. Historically, it served as a key regional hub for the pearl trade, 
connecting the Silk Road trade to maritime trade. The island city is enriched by its cultural 
and natural heritage sites, which are further complemented by its strategic location and 
connectivity to Manama, the capital of Bahrain (Waly, 1990). The pearling industry of Al 
Muharraq played a central role in Bahrain’s economy before the discovery of oil in the 
late 1930s and its exportation in the early 1940s (Shaheen, 2020). However, due to the 
introduction of cultured pearls in Japan, the industry began to decline, leading to the dis
appearance of most pearling sites (Shubbar & Boussaa, 2022). Consequently, during the 
late 1940s, a halt in the pearl trade negatively affected the socio-economic status and 
the architectural heritage of Al Muharraq began to deteriorate (Hammadi, 2023).

Pearling Path, located in the historic city of Muharraq, stands as a significant cultural 
testimony that traces the historic pearling industry through a 3.5 km route linking the 
oyster beds, merchant houses, and marketplaces (Job & Elghonaimy, 2022). Recognized 
by UNESCO in 2012 as a World Heritage Site, the path features seventeen architectural 
heritage structures and three major oyster beds, which together reflect the nation’s cul
tural, social, and economic history through the years. Its fulfillment with Criterion (iii) 
reflects the unique combination of urban features, which serve as a remarkable represen
tation of the last thriving period of the pearling cultural heritage that defined the Gulf 
region from the 2nd century until the early twentieth century. Despite the decline of 
the pearling industry, the path preserves the legacy of its economic significance and 
the architectural heritage it inspired (UNESCO, n.d.). Today, Pearling Path is the only pre
served example of the once-thriving pearling cultural heritage, showcasing the traditions 
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that contributed to Bahrain’s development. The site also includes part of Qal’at Bu Mahir 
fortress, which dates back to the Portuguese era and is a major national heritage site 
(Motisi et al., 2019; Shah, 2025; Shubbar & Furlan, 2019).

Over the last decade, in order to honor the pearling tradition and the merchants, 
several contemporary architectural projects, influenced by Brutalist esthetics and 
designed by renowned architectural firms, emerged along the Pearling Path. These pro
jects symbolically represent the intangible heritage of the pearling tradition while simul
taneously addressing spatial voids within the historic urban fabric and aligning them with 
the concept of Simulacra. Simulacra, as emphasized by French philosopher Baudrillard 
(1981), refer to imitations or representations of people, objects, or places that lack a tan
gible original referent, or that may have never possessed one to begin with. Critical heri
tage scholars have examined the concept of simulacra and have applied in Western 
countries (Graburn et al., 2019a), including Greece (Theodoraki-Patsi, 2008), Italy (Hom, 
2010), Bosnia (Hadzimuhamedovic, 2016), Spain (Buchrieser, 2019) and also in the 
rapidly developing Eastern countries such as Japan (Graburn, 2004) and China (Ong & 
Jin, 2016; Yue et al., 2019).

These scholars conclude that simulacra are intricately linked to the development of heri
tage tourism destinations, highlighting their imaginative and fictional impact. However, the 
concept of simulacra remains underexplored in Bahrain and the broader Gulf region, except 
for Al-Mulla’s (2017) study on the need to reconstruct Qatari heritage. This phenomenon 
needs particular attention in the Gulf region, where architectural heritage continues to 
face cycles of deconstruction, reconstruction, and replication, challenging the existing 
notions of authentic heritage (Alnaim & Alnaim, 2026a; Alraouf, 2010, 2012; Awad et al., 
2022; Boussaa, 2014, 2018; Hadjri & Boussaa, 2007; Hanif, 2025; Kassem et al., 2024; Maz
zetto, 2022; Moscatelli, 2023; Ricca, 2018). These cycles often result in spatial concentration 
and symbolic gestures that, while visually striking, tend to create friction between the con
servation and the contemporary interventions (Gravari-Barbas, 2016; Sklair & Gherardi, 2012; 
Suwaidi & Boussaa, 2024). Alraouf (2020) specifically emphasizes that there is a growing 
need to critically examine the underlying emphasis placed by such initiatives, which sym
bolically represent the architectural heritage, often at the expense of the surrounding 
environment and their cultural consumption contexts.

Building upon such a need, this study examines how simulacra of the Pearling path, in Al 
Muharraq, manifested through Brutalist-inspired architectural projects, contribute to the 
notion of Brutalification of heritage. By employing the qualitative-interpretive method
ology, the analysis first categorizes the simulacra of Pearling Path underpinned by Baudril
lard’s order of simulacra. Subsequently, it indicates that these simulacra, mostly unknown to 
visitors, tend to portray staged or existential authenticity and are accepted as a tangible 
interpretation of an intangible heritage. The research objectives are as follows: 

i. To explore the concept of simulacra in the context of architectural heritage.
ii. To illustrate how Simulacra holds the potential to impact the designated World Heri

tage Sites.
iii. To investigate how Simulacra emerge as a tangible representation of an intangible 

intangible heritage in the heritage discourse of the Gulf region.
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The concept of simulacra

Simulacra, as defined by Baudrillard (1981), refer to the representations or copies that no 
longer reflect reality but instead create a self-contained reality of their own. At the outset 
of The Precession of Simulacra, Baudrillard (1994) asserts that the concern is no longer with 
imitation, replication, or even satire. Instead, it involves replacing reality itself with its rep
resentations. This substitution ensures that the authentic can no longer manifest indepen
dently, as the model’s primary role is to sustain a simulated version of existence. Polasek 
(2012) argues that simulacra, at its extreme, is often characterized by a system of antici
pated rebirth that even precludes the occurrence of non-existence. In this hyperreal 
realm, the imaginary is entirely excluded. Consequently, the representation blurs the 
boundary between reality and fiction, giving rise to what Baudrillard (1981) calls hyperre
ality. Baudrillard (1981) identifies four orders in the relationship between reality and 
hyperreality: (1) The Sacramental Order, such as counterfeits that distract from the real; 
(2) The Order of Maleficence, where signs are multiplied and differentiated only from 
each other; (3) The Order of Sorcery, where the distinction between reality and fiction col
lapses; and (4) Pure Simulacra, which have no relation to reality but construct their own 
self-sustaining world, as exemplified by Disneyland or heritage theme parks (Elżanowski, 
2026) (Figure 1). In this sense, hyperreality becomes ‘more real than real,’ generating its 
own internal logic rather than being measured against reality (Graburn et al., 2019b).

Jones (2018) further extends, simulacra represent structures that, while potentially orig
inating from reality, do not require the continued existence of their original once they are 
fully manifested. He emphasizes that simulacra encompass and possess both existential 
and functional autonomy from reality. These follow The Counterfeit, which characterizes 
the dominant framework during the ‘classical’ period, spanning from the Renaissance 
to the Industrial Revolution. On the contrary, Guo (2025) stressed that Baudrillard actually 
builds upon Marx’s critique of the capitalist mode of production. By expanding its scope to 
encompass symbols, Baudrillard (1981) formulates what he describes as a ‘critique of the 
political economy of symbols.’ He contends that consumption in modern capitalist 
societies operates through the exchange of symbolic values, which obscures class 
conflicts and economic disparities. In Baudrillard’s view, needs and desires are influenced 
by consumer culture, which inevitably and ideologically constructs illusions. These 

Figure 1. The Four Orders described by Baudrillard (1981). Source: Developed by Authors, 2025.
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illusions are where both the subject and object of consumption are diminished within the 
symbolic distinctions of simulacra.

However, drawing on Baudrillard’s theory, Kamaoglu (2019) emphasized that highly 
controlled and consumption-oriented spaces can weaken a site’s sense of place by prior
itizing spectacle, illusion, and symbolic consumption over meaningful connections with 
their surrounding context. Such environments often become inward-looking, disrupting 
their relationship with the historic urban fabric and may end up in reducing the signifi
cance of local heritage sites. Baudrillard illustrates this phenomenon through the Pompi
dou Centre (Beaubourg), which he characterizes as a ‘cultural hypermarket’ where cultural 
production and consumption are organized through systems of circulation, display, and 
controlled social interaction (Wan, 2012). In this sense, the architecture functions as a 
simulated cultural environment that models and manages social experiences, reflecting 
broader processes through which contemporary spaces become detached from their 
original contextual and cultural meanings (Çam, 2019).

Graburn et al. (2019a) extend this notion by highlighting that since the onset of the 
Industrial Revolution, mass cultural consumption has given rise to built-environments 
with a rather complex and often contentious relationship with the authenticity of the 
architectural heritage. These environments frequently reinterpret classical architectural 
and heritage districts, such as ancient palaces, Renaissance villas, and Mediterranean vil
lages, while simultaneously materializing imagined utopias like pristine heritage desti
nations. Typically, both reinterpretation and utopian projection occur in tandem, 
resulting in idealized spaces shaped by simulacra. Furthermore, Gravari-Barbas, 
Guinand, & Lu (2020) emphasize that the widespread use of simulacra is predominantly 
linked to the Western part of the world and is undeniably influenced by homogenization 
and globalization, highlighting the interplay between global forces and localized factors 
that underly the counterfeit nature of architectural heritage (Su & Teo, 2010).

Simulacra and architectural heritage

In contemporary contexts, the engagement with architectural heritage is intricately linked 
to local cultural consumption, while also reinforcing the interpretation and re-interpret
ation of the architectural heritage (Graburn & Gravari-Barbas, 2016; Gravari-Barbas 
et al., 2025). Scholars commonly identify two main trajectories to begin with, starting 
with the post-French Revolution era. During this initial phase, emerging nationalisms 
sought to reshape and appropriate historical narratives through the restoration of archi
tectural heritage (Díaz & Champion, 1996; Poulot, 2006). A subsequent phase, coinciding 
with the growth of the tourism industry, has seen the symbolic architectural heritage stra
tegically being employed as a tool for spatial branding and marketing of the heritage 
assets (AlSayyad, 2001; Cocola-Gant, 2012; Rowan & Baram, 2004). Nonetheless, across 
both periods, society’s interest in architectural heritage has often manifested in either 
physical reconstruction or the contemporary interpretation of historical architecture 
(Cocola-Gant, 2019; Gravari-Barbas, 2018).

In this vein, Theodoraki et al. (2009) describe simulacra as a process of designing new 
structures with the appearance of historical architecture. Similarly, historical elements are 
often reconstructed or replicated to emulate architectural heritage. While traditional 
elements originally emerged to serve specific purposes in the past, they are now 
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intentionally chosen to accommodate contemporary uses, aiming to cultivate a distinc
tive symbolic character and an ambiance that is targeted to appeal to tourists (Boussaa 
et al., 2023). Simulacra, hence, cultivate a pseudo-experience that undermines the auth
enticity of the architectural heritage and results in the replication or reinterpretation of 
a symbolic historic period (Uluca-Tumer, 2012; Hanif & Riza, 2025; Abid et al., 2025). 
Ong and Jin (2016) critically interrogate this process, questioning whether simulacra 
can actually transcend the understanding of authenticity, given that they often manifest 
through the replication of preferred and idealized architectural forms.

Similarly, Alraouf (2020) describes this process as a fascinating urban initiative, blend
ing elements of authenticity, simulated authenticity, and outright imitation, drawing on 
Eco’s concept of ‘Faith in Fake’ (Eco, 1995). Central to these initiatives is the drive for cul
tural consumption, which not only drives economic growth but also integrates architec
tural heritage into an increasingly globalized economy (Boussaa, 2021). As a result, most 
cities have a range of assets that are being interpreted as the architectural heritage 
(Sareen et al., 2024; Talebian & Riza, 2020). Al-Mulla (2017) pinpoints that simulacra in 
this vein allow for the development of significant contemporary architectural sites, inno
vative museum designs, and cultural avenues. This is how the government sought to 
emphasize its achievements, reinforce its societal role, and demonstrate its commitment 
to preserving the nation’s heritage while presenting it to tourists.

However, Baudrillard (1994) already critiqued such narratives, emphasizing how cities 
are increasingly consumed as spectacles. This involves the construction of personas or 
curated representations of the past, a phenomenon Baudrillard refers to as ‘reality by 
proxy,’ wherein environments are artificially stimulated. Architectural heritage, within 
this context, manifests as a ‘bizarreness of uniqueness,’ shaped by attributes such as 
form, color, texture, and spatial arrangement (Alraouf, 2014; Riza & Hanif, 2024). This is 
backed by Ong’s (2016) notion of a secure leisure environment within a cutefying or beau
tifying of architectural heritage, which is actively sought by visitors as it incorporates a pre
dominantly visual and retail-oriented experience. Graburn et al. (2019b) emphasize that, 
in such instances, individuals typically value a blend of tradition and diversity, but often 
react negatively to abrupt departures from established norms or styles perceived as 
incongruous. MacCannell (1973) observes this as a necessity of balancing familiarity 
with symbolic innovation. Architectural replicas, such as recreations of Venice or the 
Eiffel Tower, are often known in advance, yet for those acquainted with the originals, 
the precision of these simulations holds notable allure. Thus, Crick (1989) asserts that 
architectural heritage in most cases is, to some extent, ‘staged’ and thus inherently lies 
between our understanding of authentic and somewhat or somehow authentic 
(Chhabra, Healy, & Sills, 2003).

Building tourism engagement with the simulacra: staged authenticity to 
existential authenticity

MacCannell (1976) and Turner and Turner (1978) emphasize two key points regarding 
building touristic engagements in simulacra contexts. Firstly, they argue that contempor
ary tourists, driven by feelings of alienation, seek authenticity as a form of fulfillment but 
often encounter pseudo-experiences instead. Secondly, they highlight the tourist’s desire 
to escape from daily life to exotic locations, making authenticity a quest for them. 
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Subsequently, Cohen (1988; 1995) proposes that authenticity becomes not a fixed entity 
but rather negotiable, suggesting a more dynamic understanding for the tourists. In this 
vein, tourists, much like individuals in general, are driven by a dual desire for both fam
iliarity and an exotic experience (Gravari-Barbas & Jacquot, 2019). The pursuit of authen
ticity in this context becomes a need to encounter the unfamiliar or the ‘other.’ 
Simultaneously, this pursuit serves as a means to escape the monotony of everyday rou
tines (Graburn et al., 2019a).

Chhabra et al. (2003) argue that contemporary understandings of authenticity fre
quently reference the idea of an ‘original,’ while MacCannell (1976) highlights that the 
modern cultural consumption of authentic experiences has little to do with authenticity 
itself. Within this context, simulacra are simultaneously constructed and interpreted, 
drawing on collective memories and historical narratives, involving multiple agents, 
and serving diverse purposes for varied audiences (Ashworth, 1992; Kirshenblatt-Gim
blett, 1998). Crucially, the perception of authenticity does not require every component 
of the experience to be genuinely authentic or wholly convincing; rather, it becomes 
an orchestration that produces the desired sense of authenticity (Al Khalifa et al., 2026). 
Consequently, this manifests through the staging of authenticity, where simulacra blur 
the boundaries between reality and representation, authenticity and fabrication, as well 
as replicas and originals (Yue et al., 2019).

Graburn et al. (2019b) further stressed that the notion of an untouched or wholly ‘auth
entic’ place or community accessible to tourists is increasingly contested, as the very act 
of tourism inevitably involves a degree of staged authenticity. According to MacCannell 
(2013), tourists typically engage with what they term ‘staged authenticity’ – an experience 
shaped in response to the tourist gaze and expectations, which many visitors are not only 
aware of but also willingly embrace. However, a further complexity arises when tourists 
derive satisfaction not despite the staged authenticity, but precisely because of it. Conse
quently, simulacra became not merely imitations but were often appreciated as forms of 
‘authentic fakery’ (AlSayyad, 2001), offering an alternative lens through which to under
stand tourist engagement with the architectural heritage. Beeton (2011) thus argues 
that visitors often prioritize such thrilling fantasies over the mundane aspects of reality, 
and due to this, they tend to place greater value on simulacra and the staged authenticity 
rather than on authenticity itself.

From a critical perspective, dismissing simulacra as merely inauthentic overlooks key 
insights into tourist behavior and experience (Gravari-Barbas, 2019). Firstly, the millions 
of visitors who consciously choose to visit these places and derive genuine enjoyment 
from them should not be regarded as deceived or naïve; their choices merit thoughtful 
consideration and respect. MacCannell (1976) emphasizes that staged authenticity in 
this vein challenges the notion that truly authentic tourist experiences even exist. 
Wang (1999), on the other hand, links this phenomenon to a sense of existential authen
ticity, which is intriguing even in highly constructed or simulated environments. While 
existential authenticity emphasizes the individual’s subjective and emotional engage
ment with place, Belhassen et al. (2008) argue that such a focus risks overlooking the 
material and collective dimensions of heritage experiences (Rickly-Boyd, 2013). Existential 
Authenticity proposes a more contextualized understanding of authenticity – one that 
situates an interpretative approach to built-heritage and the broader socio-spatial 
dynamics of tourism (Fu, 2019). Thus, staged or existential authenticity, shaped by the 
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emotional and symbolic interpretations of simulacra, plays a significant role in shaping 
tourist engagement with architectural heritage (Cui & Song, 2024), thereby highlighting 
the need for further research into how such constructs shape new narratives of the cul
tural heritage discourse.

Research methodology

This research adopts a qualitative, interpretive methodology that integrates theoretical 
critique with spatial void analysis to examine the phenomenon of simulacra along the 
Pearling Path in Al Muharraq. This approach enables a comprehensive understanding 
of the developments that occurred in the World Heritage Sites while also allowing for a 
focused analysis of individual Brutalist interventions that filled the spatial voids. The 
study draws on primary data, including field observations and photographic documen
tation, complemented by secondary sources such as the Aga Khan Award for Architecture 
reports, UNESCO World Heritage Site dossiers, design proposals by international architec
tural firms and the Bahrain Authority for Culture and Antiquities (BACA) guidelines.

Data are analyzed first through Baudrillard’s (1981) Orders of Simulacra. This helped to 
classify the brutalist architectural interventions according to their degree of detachment 
from tangible heritage referents. Subsequently, analyzing each architectural intervention 
helped to understand how a continuum of representation, ranging from surface-level imi
tation to pure simulacra, aligns with Baudrillard’s categories of Simulacra. The Analytical 
Matrix links the tangible attributes of the projects to their intangible derivation, thus high
lighting how simulacra fill the spatial voids of the historic urban fabric of Al Muharraq and, 
at the same time, manifest through brutalist-architectural interventions.

Moreover, theoretical frameworks (MacCannell, 1973; Wang, 1999), namely, staged 
authenticity (curated tourist performances of heritage) and existential authenticity (felt 
experiences of connection, regardless of factual accuracy), are incorporated in the analyti
cal matrix to understand how the brutalist-inspired simulacra of the Pearling Path contrib
ute to the tangible interpretation of an intangible heritage. This supplementary approach 
is undertaken to highlight how such interventions are constructed and intended to be 
perceived through the lens of the tourist gaze. Subsequently, this supplementation of 
staged authenticity and existential authenticity frameworks, together with Baudrillard’s 
(1981) Orders of Simulacra, helps the study to coin the term ‘Brutalification of heritage.’

The pearling path, Al Muharraq: Bahrain

Al Muharraq has rich historical and geographical significance, as it once served as the 
administrative capital of the Al Khalifah governance in Bahrain during the nineteenth 
century. Furthermore, Al Muharraq represents a significant example of traditional Gulf 
urbanism and remains one of the region’s most notable historic cities. The city functioned 
as a cosmopolitan centre characterized by a diverse ethnic and sectarian population, a 
condition that contributed to the complexity of its urban morphology (Figure 2). Its 
urban fabric was structured through intricate residential quarters shaped by tribal affilia
tions and prevailing political hierarchies, reflecting the rich pearl diving and maritime 
activity of that time (Yarwood, 1988).
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The Pearling Path is a UNESCO World Heritage Site tracing the legacy of the pearling 
trade, also described as a ‘testimony of an island economy’ in Al Muharraq, Bahrain. It 
comprises seventeen conserved traditional houses, three oyster beds offshore, a 
portion of a shoreline, and the Bu Mahir fortification on the southern point of Al Muharraq 
Island, from which boats would depart for the oyster beds (Shubbar, Boussaa, & Madan
dola, 2025). The traditional houses belonged to key historical figures, such as the house of 
the late Sheikh Isa bin Ali Al Khalifa, Siyadi House (sovereign council), Siyadi Mosque, 
Siyadi Markets, and the house of the late Sheikh Salman bin Hamad Al Khalifa (Elghonaimy 
& Mohammed, 2019). The Pearling Path is also a prime example of the traditional use of 
marine resources and human connection with marine activity, marking both the tangible 
and intangible heritage aspects of the island (Al Khalifa & Hanif, 2026) (Figure 3). 

Although Al Muharraq’s pearling economy declined in the late 1930s, the overarching narra
tive it generated continues to serve as a central pillar of Bahraini heritage. Rather than func
tioning simply as a “story,” this narrative constitutes a collective memory of historical 
experience and traditional pearling trade, which once shaped the evolution of not only 
Bahrain but the entire Gulf region (Mohamed & Elghonaimy, 2025). Designation of Pearling 
Path in 2012 inevitably led to Al Muharraq’s broader conservation initiative, which, along 
with the restored traditional houses (Figure 4), also incorporated modern architectural inter
ventions constructed to honor the intangible heritage of the pearling trade. These interven
tions align with the concept of simulacra highlighted by Baudrillard (1981), as they are built to 
symbolically represent the intangible heritage of the pearling tradition while simultaneously 
addressing spatial voids within the historic urban fabric.

Situated within the intricate fabric of the Al Muharraq, the initial simulacra strategically 
transform a series of vacant lots into potential public squares, seventeen of which have 

Figure 2. Map of the geographical location and the urban evolution of Muharraq between 1810 and 
1953 (Pollalis & Ardalan, Citation 2018), pp. 142–143, Shubbar et al. (2025), adapted by the authors 
(2026).
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been completed to date (Figure 5). Each square features a dense arrangement of trees 
emerging through circular openings in pavements crafted from iridescent nacre- 
infused concrete. These oasis-like spaces are further enhanced by an integrated cooling 

Figure 3. The pearling path map. Source: UNESCO, 2012.
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system, creating comfortable microclimates equipped with concrete mass public seating. 
Collectively, the squares form a sequential network, guiding tourists through the Pearling 
Path via pearlescent concrete lampposts that extend beyond each square, illuminating 
the path. This progression culminates at the shoreline, where the lampposts direct visitors 
toward a pedestrian bridge linking the coastal oyster beds to the revitalized Al Muharraq 
across the highway.

Simulacra of the pearling path

In 2019, the Revitalization of Muharraq was awarded the Aga Khan Award for the 2017– 
2019 Cycle (Aga Khan Trust for Culture). This recognition highlighted that the Brutalist 
architectural interventions, i.e. simulacra constructed along the Perling Path, harmo
niously blend with the historic fabric of Al Muharraq. Furthermore, these simulacra 
were appreciated for maintaining their scale and respecting traditional 
street alignments, while simultaneously asserting bold and contemporary architectural 
expressions. Together with the star-architecture brutalist interventions, this heritage 
trail has been conserved and curated as a cultural route for showcasing rich cultural heri
tage aspects, both tangible and intangible (Figure 6).

The Pearling Path Visitors Center, the most prominent simulacra, is designed as a large 
monochrome canopy, providing shade, protecting the site, and serving as a flexible venue 

Figure 4. Conserved Houses of Pearling Path. Source: PearlingPath.BH.
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for cultural activities linked to the UNESCO designation. Anne Holtrop’s projects, begin
ning with the relocated Milan Expo 2015 pavilion, introduce experimental ‘material ges
tures’ within the historic context, while Office KGDVS + Bureau Bas Smets reimagine 
public spaces through terrazzo flooring incorporating oyster shells. These process- 
oriented and evolving interventions reflect the Pearling Path project’s long-term vision 
and commitment (Aga Khan Development Network, 2019; Chiacchiera, 2022). For 
instance, the Pearling Path Visitor and Experience Centre (Figure 7) and the other simula
cra are associated with drawing inspiration from neighboring traditional structures of Al 
Muharraq, with forms that evoke the iconic wind towers and coral blocks of the Gulf 
region (Table 1).

Simulacra order and manifestation of staged vs existential authenticity

The Simulacra of the Pearling Path exemplify how staged authenticity manifests through 
an interweaving of brutalist-architectural esthetics and the contemporary interpretation 
of intangible heritage, curated to blend the modern and traditional ambience of the 
World Heritage Site. Applying Baudrillard’s orders of simulacra reveals that the Pearling 
Site Museum, Dar Al Muharraq and the Murad Boutique Hotel operate as sacramental 

Figure 5. Master Plan including the Public Spaces of Pearling Path, illustrating the initial Simulacra: 
Source: officekgdvs.
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Figure 6. Map illustrating the Simulacra filling the spatial voids along the Pearling Path, Al Muharraq. 
Developed by Authors, 2025.

Figure 7. Pearling Path Visitor Centre. Source: Authors.
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Table 1. Simulacra of the Pearling Path.

Simulacra Designed by
Completed 

in Reference picture

Pearl Bridge/Public Seating Office KGDVS + Bureau Bas Smets 2012

Dar Al Muharraq
Office Kersten Geers David Van 2015

Archaeologies of Green 
Pavilion

Studio Anne Holtrop 2015

House for Architectural 
Heritage

Noura Al Sayeh + Leopold Banchini 
Architects

2017

Pearling Visitor Centre Valerio Olgiati 2019

35 Green Corner Building Studio Anne Holtrop 2020

Al Qaisariya Souq
Studio Anne Holtrop 2020

(Continued ) 
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simulations, portraying a reflection of reality, where they project a self-referential image of 
heritage that stands in for the lost pearling activity. Meanwhile, 35 Green Corner Building 
and the House for Architectural Heritage and align with the sorcery, which has no relation 
to reality but constructs its own self-sustaining world. Pearl Bridge, along with its public 
seating and Al Qaisariyah Souq (Figure 8), manifests as maleficence, where the distinction 
between reality and fiction collapses. The Archaeologies of Green Pavilion and the multis
tory car parks (https://archello.com/project/four-car-parks-muharraq-bahrain) are posi
tioned at the level of pure Simulacra, translating coral-block memory into infrastructural 
concrete shells that function as symbolic gateways, but have no relation to reality.

These orders of simulacra simultaneously intersect with MacCannell and Wang’s auth
enticity frameworks. Pearl Trail, Dar Al Muharraq, House for Architectural Heritage, 35 
Green Corner Building, Al Qaisariyah Souq and Parking A–D are choreographed as 

Table 1. Continued.

Simulacra Designed by
Completed 

in Reference picture

Multistory car park-A Christian Kerez 2021

Multistory car park-B Christian Kerez 2021

Multistory car park-C
Christian Kerez 2021

Multistory car park-D
Christian Kerez 2021

Murad Boutique Hotel Studio Anne Holtrop 2025
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staged authenticity, filling the voids of the historic fabric and, at the same time, curating 
the pearling path for the tourist gaze. While the Archaeologies of Green Pavilion, Pearling 
Site Museum & Entrance and Murad Boutique Hotel simultaneously offer opportunities for 
existential authenticity, where the affective encounter with simulacra bestowed by the 
tourist gaze is perceived as ‘real’ even when detached from historical truth. This makes 
these simulacra more open toward incoming tourists, contributing to the overall allure 
of the pearling path. The following analytical tables (Table 2 and Table 3) synthesize 
these findings:

To visualize the theoretical convergence, the following matrix table (Table 3) illustrates 
how simulacra orders intersect with authenticity types to produce the notion of 
Brutalification:

Brutalification of heritage: tangible interpretation of an intangible heritage

The synthesis above demonstrates that the notion of ‘Brutalification’ that emerges from 
the interplay of simulacra, staged or existential authenticity and the contemporary 
interpretation of heritage is not merely an esthetic intrusion but a cultural consumption 
process wherein simulated interventions gain legitimacy through their acceptance as they 
are accommodated to fill the spatial voids of the historic urban fabric of Al Muharraq. Heri
tage tourists seeking such an exotic cultural process, as MacCannell (2013) puts it, are not 
only aware of such cultural consumption but also are willingly driven by it. These visitors 
do not simply view these Brutalist architectural interventions as alien insertions or out-of- 
context projects, but appropriate them as part of the Pearling Path, fulfilling both the 
desire for curated cultural performance and the deeper quest for exploring the 
unknown of the World Heritage Site (Figure 9). The Pearling Path thus operates as a 
palimpsest, where bold Brutalist insertions coexist to introduce the notion of Brutalifica
tion of heritage, one that is selectively curated to enhance the appeal of the Pearling Path, 
eventually transforming it into a heritage tourism destination (Figure 10).

Brutalification of heritage, in this context, is not limited only to an esthetic approach. 
Events, such as Muharraq Nights, bring a significant number of visitors, locals, residents 

Figure 8. Amorphous edges reinterpret the coral stone esthetics of the traditional souq, blending the 
old and new. Source: Anne Holtrop / arquitecturaviva.
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and tourists, who all cherish the simulacra of the pearling path (Figure 11). The Bahrain 
Authority for Culture and Antiquities (BACA), as part of its ‘Celebrate Bahrain’ initiative, 
arranges this festival that creatively blends conserved historic streets, simulacra and the 
temporary setups to engage diverse audiences for an immersive cultural experience. 

Table 3. Matrix: Staged Authenticity × Simulacra Interaction.
Authenticity Spatial voids Simulacra Brutalification

Staged 
Authenticity

Replica façades, massive 
concrete stone 
interventions and staged 
heritage streets

Pearl Bridge, Dar Al Muharraq, 35 
Green Corner Building, Al 
Qaisariyah Souq and Parking 
A–C guiding tourist flows

These Simulacra, when 
monumentalized through 
Brutalist expressions, are curated 
as immersive spectacles that 
transform intangible cultural 
aspects into consumable 
experiences, intended to leave a 
memorable impression on the 
tourists.

Existential 
Authenticity

Emotional and nostalgic 
sentiments connected via 
replaced or 
reincorporated spaces

Archaeologies of Green Pavilion, 
Pearling Site Museum & 
Entrance and Murad Boutique 
Hotel legitimized for tourist 
interaction and an increased 
tourist count

These Simulacra not only anchors 
pearl trade memory but are also 
influenced by the tourist gaze, 
positioning heritage as a dynamic 
construct and an active 
component of the broader 
processes of cultural consumption 
despite the absent referent.

Table 2. Analytical Matrix of Pearling Path Projects.
Project / 
Intervention Order of Simulacra Authenticity Type

Tangible Interpretation of an 
Intangible Heritage

Pearl Bridge/Public 
Seating

Maleficence (Masks’ intangible 
heritage as a curated urban 
space)

Staged Authenticity Constructs the ‘authentic heritage 
trail,’ connecting fragments into a 
consumable route.

Dar Al Muharraq Sacramental (Reflects folk 
traditions)

Staged Authenticity Monumental absence re-enacts 
pearling tradition through concrete 
and fabric abstraction.

Archaeologies of 
Green Pavilion

Pure Simulacra (National 
pavilion at Milan Expo 2015)

Existential 
authenticity

Creates symbolic continuity between 
nature and heritage through spatial 
reinterpretation.

House for 
Architectural 
Heritage (2017)

Sorcery (Fills the Spatial Void) Staged authenticity Functions as a curated ‘heritage 
container,’ blending exhibition with 
Brutalist expression.

Pearling Site 
Museum & 
Entrance

Sacramental (autonomous 
narrative object)

Existential 
authenticity

Monumental absence re-enacts pearl 
trade memory through concrete 
abstraction.

35 Green Corner 
Building (2020)

Sorcery (Complements the 
traditional market space)

Staged authenticity Abstractly reinterprets Muharraq’s 
spatial typology as a commodified 
cultural anchor.

Al Qaisariyah Souq Maleficent (Reflects Souq 
experience)

Staged Authenticity Contemporary reflection of the 
traditional Souq as a curated and 
multi-function space of consumption

Car Parks A–D 
(Kerez, 2021)

Pure Simulacra (heritage form 
recoded as parking 
infrastructure)

Staged authenticity 
(controlled access 
& framing)

Converts utilitarian parking into 
monumental icons guiding the 
visitor journey through the path.

Murad Boutique 
Hotel

Sacramental (Adapted the 
traditional house with a 
brutalist language for a 
tourist gaze)

Existential 
authenticity

Reconstructed as a simulated heritage 
experience – transformed into a 
guesthouse comprising seven rooms, 
a restaurant, a garden, and a tea 
room
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Such initiatives are motivated by the need to present a holistic representation that 
encompasses both the conserved traditional structures and the simulacra of the Pearling 
Path in Al Muharraq. In doing so, they integrate the World Heritage Site into the broader 
narrative of heritage tourism destinations, aligning conservation with contemporary 
tourism demands and the need for diversified cultural consumption (Figrue 12).

Drawing upon an interpretative analysis, this study coins the term Brutalification as a 
cultural process that emerges from the intersection of the tangible presentation of intan
gible heritage, the fulfillment of spatial voids in the historic urban fabric, and the symbolic 

Figure 9. Holtrop’s design exemplifies how Brutalist intervention complements the traditional souq of 
Al Muharraq. Source: Authors, 2025.

Figure 10. Brutalification of heritage illustrating staged authenticity via concrete esthetic stones. 
Source: Authors 2024.
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construction of cultural value. Conceptualized as a distinctive mode of heritage-making 
within the Gulf region, Brutalification extends beyond the physical revitalization of the 
World Heritage Site to encompass the temporal dimension of cultural production 
through involving local stakeholders, recognition through staged and existential authen
ticity, and simulacra orders. Hanif and Boussaa (2026) emphasize that central to such pro
cesses is the symbolic elevation of heritage, whereby the Pearling Path is strategically 
positioned within international recognition frameworks of city branding (UNESCO, n.d.

Figure 11. Muharraq Nights is a cultural festival, held at the World Heritage Site of Al Muharraq (Pear
ling Path) every winter. Source: Authors, 2025.

Figure 12. The Festival welcomes a huge amount of visitors who engage with both the conserved 
traditional structures and the simulacra of the Pearling Path in Al Muharraq. Source: Authors, 2025. 
Brutalification of Heritage: A Cultural Consumption Process
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creative city since 2019), heritage tourism (Capital of Islamic Culture Designation by the 
Islamic Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization ISESCO, since 2018), and heritage 
recognition (Aga Khan Award receipt 2019). As a cultural process, Brutalification facilitates 
the reinterpretation and re-signification of the intangible heritage of the pearl economy, 
transforming it into symbols of national landmarks, cultural distinction, and global visi
bility. Simultaneously, Brutalification as a cultural consumption process is closely linked 
to the temporal activation of the World Heritage site and its peripheries, through 
which simulacra of the Pearling Path, Al Muharraq, acquire enhanced social, economic, 
and symbolic value by being made relevant, accessible, and meaningful to contemporary 
society, as witnessed during the Muharraq Nights. (Figures 13 and 14).

In this context, Brutalification of heritage through simulacra of the Pearling Path is stra
tegically shaped by the dual imperative of preserving the intangible heritage of pearling 
merchants while simultaneously monumentalizing it with a tangible referent that can 
signify the interpretation of this intangible heritage. This approach reflects an effort to 
construct a holistic representation of the pearling heritage, one that not only safeguards 
its cultural legacy but also addresses the spatial voids within the historic urban fabric 
(Figure 15). By integrating the brutalist architectural interventions, Pearling Path not 
only embraces the simulacra into the wider framework of World Heritage Sites but also 
illustrates how conservation practices are increasingly intertwined with cultural consump
tion and modern-day authenticity frameworks.

Brutalification of heritage, as the study contends, thus emerges as a cultural process 
that relies on the interplay of simulacra, staged or existential authenticity and contempor
ary interpretation of heritage. In other words, the study introduces the notion of 

Figure 13. Situated within the historic Al Muharraq, the Pearling Path Visitor Centre contains ruins 
that form part of the UNESCO Pearling Path. Source: Authors, 2024.
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Brutalification, which is not merely an esthetic intrusion but manifests as a cultural con
sumption process wherein simulated interventions gain legitimacy through their accep
tance as a tangible representation of an intangible heritage. Brutalification, as seen in 
the case of the Pearling Path, provides an interesting approach to adopting the delicate 
balance between missing tangible referents and simultaneously addressing the spatial 
voids of the historic urban fabric. Simultaneously, the notion of Brutalification addresses 
the existing static understanding of authenticity and the relevance of simulacra in archi
tectural heritage contexts, particularly when they are utilized to represent culturally sig
nificant elements rooted in intangible traditions (Figure 16).

Discussion: The impact of simulacra on world heritage sites

Graburn et al. (2019a) emphasize that according to Baudrillard (1983), simulacra are increas
ingly being understood as ‘the identical copy of an original that never existed.’ This concept 

Figure 14. Temporal activation of the Pearling Path Visitor Center and its peripheries during the 
Muharraq nights, transforming it into a place of cultural consumption. Source: Authors, 2025.

Figure 15. The A-D Car park and 35 Green Corner Buildings, as brutalist simulacra, were constructed 
to solve the spatial voids of the Pearling Path. Source: Authors, 2025.
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highlights the idea that such representations do not refer to a concrete original, yet they 
appear familiar and meaningful. For instance, while there is no real medieval castle in 
Europe that matches the design of Disney’s Sleeping Beauty Castle, and no Italian city 
hosts a structure like the Venetian Resort Hotel Casino in Las Vegas, these simulacra still res
onate with the public. These simulacra imitate an imaginative cultural consumption that has 
been widely circulated and internalized, often shaped by fairy tales, films, or collective 
imagination, creating environments that feel ‘authentically’ medieval or Italian to visitors. 
Thus, there is a growing need to position simulacra not as a historical fact but in shared his
torical and geographical imagination, allowing people to recognize and engage with them as 
representations of heritage even if they lack a tangible historical counterpart.

The growing prevalence of simulacra within heritage discourse has generated important 
debates concerning authenticity, interpretation, and the future of UNESCO World Heritage 
Sites. Tourism is fundamentally shaped by the simultaneous desire for novelty and famili
arity, whereby visitors seek experiences that are sufficiently distinct from everyday life 
while remaining recognizable and culturally intelligible. This duality has increasingly 
encouraged the reconstruction, replication, and reinterpretation of historic environments 
as a means of enhancing visitor engagement (Sampieri & Bagader, 2024). In the context 
of UNESCO World Heritage Sites, such initiatives can blur the distinction between authentic 
heritage and the staged heritage. Although conservation within the context of UNESCO 
World Heritage Sites traditionally privileges historic urban fabric, historical continuity, and 
the OUV, tourism-driven demands in-order to reap the maximum benefits of World Heritage 
Sites and their peripheries (Elbelkasy & Hegazy, 2024) often promote visually compelling 
and experiential representations of the past. As a result, reconstructed heritage sites, post
humously completed architectural projects, and even brutalist-inspired tangible represen
tations of the intangible heritage, as seen in the case of the Pearling Path, Al Muharraq can 
attract substantial visitor interest despite lacking the material authenticity associated with 
the original site. These brutalist-interventions illustrate how tourism not only consumes 
heritage but actively participates in its production, reshaping heritage values to align 
with contemporary cultural and economic expectations.

The implications of simulacra become particularly evident in an era of globalization, 
where replicated or interpreted heritage is seen as an alternative form of heritage 

Figure 16. Simulacra of the Pearling Path act as a Brutalification of heritage, where brutalist-inspired 
architectural interventions portray the tangible representation of the intangible heritage. Source: 
Authors, 2025.
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continuity. Cases such as the replication of the UNESCO-recognized Austrian village of 
Hallstatt in China and the Italian architecture in the northern Chinese province of Shan
dong (Marinelli, 2013) demonstrate how simulacra can acquire their own meanings, func
tions, and cultural significance within new contexts (Graburn et al., 2019b). Hence, 
drawing on Baudrillard’s concept of the simulacrum order intertwined with the theoretical 
authenticity frameworks (MacCannell, 1973; Wang, 1999), such reproductions should not 
be understood merely as inferior copies but as autonomous cultural constructs that do 
not necessarily disrupt the traditional relationship between original and replica. While 
heritage professionals often view simulacra with skepticism due to their perceived lack 
of originality, tourists frequently embrace these environments because they provide 
accessible, remarkable and immersive experiences. Consequently, simulacra challenge 
conventional heritage paradigms by demonstrating that cultural significance can 
emerge not only from historical authenticity but also from symbolic representation, 
experiential perception, and cultural consumption, i.e. Brutalification of heritage. In this 
sense, the brutalist-inspired simulacra reflect a broader transformation in heritage dis
course, where the interpretation, temporal activation, and tangible referent of heritage 
potentially shape how World Heritage Sites can be perceived, understood, experienced, 
and valued in the contemporary context.

Nonetheless, as the study draws to its conclusion, it acknowledges two limitations, 
which can be eliminated by future research. First, the analysis does not include structured 
surveys or interviews targeted to gauge the statistical results of tourist perceptions 
regarding the simulacra. Thus, it limits the ability to empirically validate the identified 
simulacra orders and their calculated perceptions in terms of staged vs existential auth
enticity. Second, the application of the simulacra orders is informed by site observations 
conducted during the field visits outlined in the methodological approach. Although 
these observations provided valuable qualitative insights into the experiential dimensions 
of the World heritage site and the brutalist-inspired architectural interventions, future 
studies would benefit from longitudinal research and systematically collected visitor 
data, resident data and the revenue generated (through temporal activation) to see 
how each brutalist-intervention differs from the other.

Future research could also extend the notion of Brutalification of heritage by compara
tive studies across multiple heritage destinations within the Gulf region. Such a compari
son, for instance, with the UNESCO World Heritage site of Al Ula, studied by Alnaim and 
Alnaim (2026b), Kashef and Balkhy (2025), the Tentative World Heritage site of the United 
Arab Emirates, studied by Marthya et al. (2026), and the Museum of Islamic Art’s architec
ture, studied by Al-Mulla (2017), would further contribute to understanding the applica
bility of the Simulacra orders in the Gulf region’s cultural and spatial contexts. Such 
research could support the refinement and empirical validation of the notion of Brutalifi
cation of heritage, offering valuable insights for heritage management, tourism develop
ment, and the broader visions of the Gulf states.

Conclusion

This study demonstrates how the simulacra of the Pearling Path, expressed through Bru
talist-inspired architectural interventions, contribute to what can be termed the Brutalifi
cation of heritage. By applying Baudrillard’s (1981) Orders of Simulacra, the analysis 
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reveals distinct layers of brutalist interventions and their representation. Pearling Site 
Museum, Dar Al Muharraq and the Murad Boutique Hotel operate as sacramental simu
lations, projecting a self-referential image of heritage in place of the lost pearling activity. 
The 35 Green Corner Building and the House for Architectural Heritage exemplify sorcery, 
fabricating its own self-sustaining world, while the Pearl Bridge, along with its public 
seating and Al Qaisariyah Souq, embody the maleficence, where distinctions between 
reality and fiction dissolve. Lastly, the Archaeologies of Green Pavilion and the multistory 
A-D car parks emerge as pure simulacra, translating coral-block memory into concrete 
infrastructural shells with no relation to historical reality, but they address the spatial 
voids of the historic urban fabric of Al Muharraq.

Intersecting these orders of simulacra with MacCannell’s (1976) and Wang’s (1999) 
frameworks of authenticity highlights further complexity. Pearl Bridge, Dar Al Muharraq, 
House for Architectural Heritage 35 Green Corner Building, Al Qaisariyah Souq and the car 
parks are choreographed as forms of staged authenticity, filling spatial voids within the 
historic fabric and curating experiences for the tourist gaze. At the same time, Archaeol
ogies of Green Pavilion, Pearling Site Museum & Entrance and Murad Boutique hotel 
enable moments of existential authenticity, where affective encounters are perceived as 
‘real,’ even when detached from historical truth or the pearling tradition that once 
thrived in Al Muharraq.

The findings advance theoretical understanding by illustrating how World Heritage 
Sites are consumed when framed through intangible heritage. Central to this consump
tion is a complex interplay of simulacra, staged or existential authenticity, and contempor
ary interpretations of heritage. This introduces the notion of Brutalification, a cultural 
consumption process that simultaneously embodies historical continuity and contempor
ary reflection, while incorporating tourist engagement through the fulfillment of spatial 
voids for a continuous and temporally activated curated route.

Finally, the study provides a novel perspective by highlighting that Brutalification as a 
cultural process can stipulate a critical lens for examining the evolving heritage discourse 
in the Gulf region. This is vital as rapid modernization continues to threaten cultural heri
tage by incorporating inappropriate and out-of-context interventions. By repositioning 
simulacra to fill the spatial voids of historic urban fabric as witnessed in the case of the 
Pearling Path, simulacra enrich the discussions of World Heritage Sites and extend their 
relevance beyond Western contexts to the Gulf region and the broader Global South, 
where such dynamics remain underexplored.
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