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Programme The cuboid shape of the new 
building surrounds the old 
1980s library building on all 
sides, thus giving the 
National Library a new 
appearance in the cityscape. 
It is clad by lozenge-shaped 
textile awnings, which 
playfully combine revelation 
and concealment. White 
membranes, supported by a 
three-dimensional, tensile-
stressed steel cable structure, 
act as sunshades and 
reinterpret the Arabian tent 
structure tradition in a low-
energy way. The old building 
is now an internal stack, 
forming the centre of 
knowledge within the new 
library. Its dome has been 
reconstructed in steel and 
glass to bring in daylight and 
the former roof of the 
existing building now 
provides a well-lit reading 
landscape. The main entrance 
hall is on the ground floor, 
and a separate area for 
women is provided on the 
first floor. 
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explosion geometry

The King Fahad National Library is one of the most 
important cultural buildings in the Kingdom of
Saudi Arabia and also one of the most important 
urban development and cultural projects in the
capital, Riyadh. The design functions as the central 
driving force behind a piece of urban development 
and rearrangement, and combines the challenge of 
designing within the existing context and a respect 
for Arabian culture. The square new building, which 
encloses the old building, is covered by a light-
weight textile façade following traditional Middle 
Eastern architectural patterns and linking them 
with a state of the art technology.
The key element of the façade was developed espe-
cially for the new building. It is a cladding made up of 
lozenge shaped textile awnings, which playfully com-
bines revealing and concealing. White membranes,
supported by a three-dimensional, tensile-stressed 
steel cable structure, act as sunshades and rein-
terpret the Arabian tent structure tradition in a 
modern, technological way. This meeting of old 
and new creates a uniform and dignified overall ar-
chitectural appearance with an individual look. At 
night the façade gives out a soft white light and 
becomes the city’s cultural lighthouse.
One particular challenge for the façade is the enor-
mous temperature differences in Saudi Arabia. In 
summer the steel ropes can heat up to a tempera-
ture of 80°C and will expand. In winter the material 
can shrink because of nighttimes which can reach 
minus temperatures. These effects had to be calcu-
lated to optimise the tension of the steel wires. The 
façade was combined with a ventilation and cooling 
system consisting of layered ventilation and floor 
cooling. In this way, thermal comfort was increased
and energy consumption significantly reduced by 
using special methods and technologies for the 
first time in the Arab world.3rd floor
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Construction: 2008–2013
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