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The implementation of earth architecture into the 
region’s urban fabric is not necessarily new. In fact, it 
draws on a long, vernacular history of readily available 
materials such as coral, mud or palm fronds, which 
have long been used as building materials. They can be 
found, for example, in the infamous 16th century mud-
brick high-rises of Shibam – the ‘Manhattan of the 
Yemen’ – or the conical ‘beehive houses’ of the Syrian 
desert, made of stones and straw.

In Shuwaimiyah, a tranquil, remote area of Oman 
pitched between mountain ranges and the Indian 
Ocean, one real estate company is continuing 
this tradition. 

With the desire to create an eco-resort both easy on 
the eyes and the earth, the Kuwait-based United Real 
Estate Company and the California Institute of Earth 
Art and Architecture has developed Junoot, a series of 
whimsical, Gaudí-esque ‘moon cocoons’ constructed 
solely of superadobe (sandbag and barbed wire) and 
sustainable, locally sourced materials.

Junoot employs the region’s architectural heritage – 
its natural surroundings – as both an environmentally 
friendly counterpoint and a way to build at the lowest 
cost. Using on-site Omani sand to fill bags which, in 
turn, are used to construct its lunar-looking tourist 
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lodges, URC’s inventive designs are proving that even 
the most basic of shelter-making techniques can be 
design-lead and commercially profitable.

In conversation with Renimah Al Mattar and Waleed 
Shaalan of URC, the following case study presents 
the philosophy that architectural design needn’t cost 
the earth. Instead, by using earth itself as a building 
material, architecture in the region can actually have 
value beyond its measured economic success.

When I am sitting 
on that beach, 
I feel like I am 

hanging out on the 
Milky Way, staring 

at Antarctica 
with nothing but 
the Indian Ocean 

between us
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Tell us about the landscapes 
of Wadi Shuwaimiyah.
Part of the experience of 
Shuwaimiyah is physically 
getting there. Currently, 
you have to fly first to 
Muscat, then to Salalah, and 
afterwards drive for three 
hours along the coastal 
or desert roads. There is a 
beauty in experiencing the 
ambiance of the different 
cities and towns in Oman, 
which gives you a sense of 
how vast and diverse the 
country truly is.

I think what attracted 
me to that area was the 
sheer virginity of the land, 
the vastness, and the 
contrast between extreme 
tranquillity and the wild. 
Between May and October 
you witness a very strong 
rising of the Indian Ocean,  
while the rest of year the 
water remains still. When 
I am sitting on that beach, 
I feel like I am hanging out 
on the Milky Way, staring at 

Antarctica with nothing but 
the Indian Ocean between 
us.

Where did the vision for the 
Junoot project come from?  
We started by looking at 
the distinctive typography 
of the development area. 
Aside from being a very 
remote location, it bordered 
the Indian Ocean with 
the mountain ranges as 
a backdrop. We looked at 
contextual architecture and 
what would blend in with 
the natural environment. 
We looked at sustainability 
from more than one avenue 
– not only in terms of 
renewable energy, but also 
construction methodology. 
Our mission is to prove that 
projects can have value 
beyond their measured 
economic performance. 
We started researching 
and brought in the work 
of Cal-Earth. I then went 
down to visit Nader Khalili’s 
son Dastan, who runs the 

JUNOOT

Q&A 

Renimah Al Mattar

Waleed Shaalan

Renimah Al-Mattar and Waleed Shaalan from Oman’s 

United Real Estate Company share the philosophy behind 

the country’s latest eco-endeavour – Junoot, a resort in 

Shuwaimiyah populated by futuristically named villas like 

Moon Cocoon and Earth One, all of  which reflect a desire 

to provide comfort within a sustainable, socially aware 

and environmentally respectful context
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institute. Khalili’s original 
intent was to basically 
provide shelter to disaster 
relief areas and housing 
solutions for the poor. He 
wanted people to know they 
could have access to shelter 
by learning a very simple 
technique. We loved his 
vision and wanted to adapt 
it to our context and expand 
upon it, making it applicable 
from a commercial 
perspective. I believed that 
this would actually help 
spread the vision of what 
earth architecture and the 
superadobe is all about. 
We next engaged Cal-Earth 
as technical consultants. 
They came with us to Oman, 
where we built the two 
different mock-ups – the 
tri-vault and the eco-dome, 
also referred to as the 
moon cocoon. 

How did you adapt Khalili’s 
philosophy of creating 
structures that are both 
beautiful and functional?

Khalili was very much 
inspired by the Sufi poet 
Jalaluddin Rumi when he 
spoke about the elements of 
the earth. He has a saying, 
‘Earth turns into gold in the 
hands of the wise.’ One of 
the elements that I found 
very interesting with the 
Junoot project is that we 
didn’t take what Cal-Earth 
does and simply apply it, 
but we actually evolved 
with it. We kept looking for 
new ways to allow earth 
architecture to continue 
to do what it is doing. For 
example, we looked at 
the fishermen who had 
a huge waste of tangled 
nets. We said why don’t 
we use these fishing nets 
to cover the dome and act 
as a reinforcement before 
plastering? It’s not about 
reinventing the wheel, it’s 
about reinterpreting it. We 
took the same approach 
when building hybrids of the 
two prototypes, the tri-vault 
and the moon cocoon. 

What’s the difference 
between the two 
prototypes?
It’s a geometric difference. 
The moon cocoon is circular 
both in plan and elevation 
and is roofed by domes 
and half domes, creating 
a very unique sense of 
enclosure. It is usually a 
pure sandbag structure, 
which continuously 
spirals upwards with the 
superadobe. The tri-vault 
is square and rectangular 
in plan, but the vault is 
what spans the space. The 
tri-vault gives you a more 
recognisable space that is 
easy to use and to furnish. 
They still haven’t discovered 
a way to create the vault out 
of sandbags, so it is created 
out of cast, which makes it 
thinner and gives it less of 
a thermal mask. The tri-
vault also has no corridors, 
so in terms of circulation 
there is no dead space. 
We started to incorporate 
different elements from 

both of them. Rather 
than making the units 
standard, we standardised 
the components such as 
the dome and the vault. 
Suddenly it’s like you are 
in chemistry class and 
you are putting atoms 
together creating all kinds of 
different configurations. 

You incorporated a 
progressive cooling system 
into these structures. How 
did you develop its design?
The wind scoop is a way to 
increase natural ventilation 
in the structure. One of the 
nice things about being in 
the moon cocoon is that you 
can enjoy natural ventilation 
and natural light at a 100% 
privacy by opening the wind 
scoop. What we are doing 
now with Buro Happold, the 
sustainability consultants, 
is to actually avoid using 
air conditioning. During 
the design process we 
were looking at traditional 
architectural structures 
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in the region. We realised 
there is a lot to learn from 
the past that was never even 
picked up on. One of the 
researchers has developed 
a mechanism that will 
be inserted into the wind 
scoop and will increase the 
performance and reduce 
the temperature by about 
eight degrees. 

Do you look to vernacular 
architecture for inspiration? 
Definitely. We always seek 
to capture the wisdom of 
the past and integrate it 
into the technology of the 
future. We always talk about 
sustainable architecture, 
but architecture was 
sustainable for a very long 
time. It was during the 
post-industrial revolution 
that things became very 
wasteful. When you look 
at traditional Omani 
architecture, by instinct it 
was very sustainable. I also 
looked at other precedents 
during my research and 

came across a professor at 
MIT, John Ochsendorf, who 
worked with Guastavino 
tile, which can function as a 
single structure, similar to 
Khalili’s ceramic idea. 

How did you engage with the 
community?
Job creation is something 
we are really keen on. We 
opened up the opportunities 
for the community to 
also learn construction 
methodologies. We started 
off with hundreds and 
ended up with one good 
guy. The first mock-up vault 
took a week and the second 
one took two days. There 
is a learning curve and we 
believe that once you start, 
it will be easy to make it 
economic and effective.

Are the mock-ups still 
there?
Yes, but they aren’t 
inhabited. We use them 
when we go because 
we have an ongoing 

project team and 
frequent workshops. We 
offer different forms of 
accommodation, but many 
prefer to sleep on-site. It 
has a calming energy.  

Any memorable experiences 
in the mock-ups?
We love music and most of 
us play an instrument
Inside that dome, the 
acoustics and sound quality 
is fantastic. We love these 
buildings not only because 
they feel handmade, but 
because there is something 
about them that allows you 
to establish a connection. 

What sets hand-built 
structures apart?
Handmade objects have a 
soul. You can’t  manufacture 
them in a factory. You 
fall in love with their 
imperfections. These 
buildings are sculptures 
made with the hand of the 
heart. They have a soul and 
a spirit.

Can such projects promote 
sustainable development in 
the Arabian Peninsula? 
When I said I was hanging 
out on the Milky Way, I 
meant it. When you look up 
at the sky, you see a sea of 
stars above you. There is 
absolutely no light pollution. 
The approach that we 
have is to create a resort 
that treads lightly on this 
earth. I think it will have 
an impact on developers 
because people are going 
to start saying let’s not 
do something typical, 
especially when it shows 
success economically. 
We hope we will set a 
positive trend through 
our positive practices. 
We feel we have made an 
impact, especially in Oman 
where they advocate a lot 
of sustainability. When 
architecture honours a 
place and allows people 
to develop a sense of 
belonging, there are positive 
cultural repercussions.
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01
View of moon cocoon prototype 
and pv panels, which cover the 

power needs of the units
Photo by Waleed Shaalan

02
Exposed sandbags in the interior 
improve the acoustics by limiting 

reverberations
Photo by Waleed Shaalan

03
The skylight and windscoop allow 

for natural light and ventilation 
along with complete privacy

Photo by Waleed Shaalan

04
A rock slab from Nizwa is used as 

a dining table
Photo by Waleed Shaalan

05
A combination of load-bearing 

stone from Taqa and sandbags is 
used on the structure

Photo by Waleed Shaalan

06
The tri-vault is shuttered in 

preparation for casting 
Photo by Waleed Shaalan

07
A final layer of plastering is 
applied to the moon cocoon 

before it’s painted
Photo by Waleed Shaalan

08, 09
The scenic mountains and hills of 

the Omani desert
Photo by Ala’a Ali Reda

10
Local craftswomen from 

Shuwaimiyah participate in the 
production process 

Photo by Ala’a Ali Reda

11
Handicrafts produced by local 

women from Shuwaimiyah
Photo by Ala’a Ali Reda

12
URC involves the local community 

in its project
Photo by Ala’a Ali Reda
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