


MINISTRY OF FOREIGN AFFAIRS 

RIYADH, SAUDI ARABIA 

Client: Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Riyadh. Architect: 

Henning Larsen, Copenhagen, Denmark. Completion Date: 
August 1984 

During the last two decades the Saudi Arabian Government 
has slowly been shifting its seat of government from Jeddah 
to Riyadh. All the ministries and foreign embassies were 
moved, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs included. 

The tender/programme for the design of this Ministry was 
formulated on the basis of a publication entitled The Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs: the Organisation Development Plan which 
was approved by the Cabinet in 1977. An architectural 
competition was organised in June 1979 with the help of the 
Union Internationale des Architectes. The Master Jury 
included Hassan Fathy as well as the Minister and his deputy. 
Eleven designers were invited to participate and present their 
designs. They were: Piano and Rice (Italy); V Dalokay 
(Turkey); T Dannat and Partners (UK); P El Khoury (Leba
non); R Fairburn (USA); F Otto (Germany); A Isozaki (Japan); 
R Taillibert (France); Taller de Arqitectura Bofill (Spain); Suter 
and Suter (Switzerland) and H Larsen (Denmark). The 
building was to include the following: 

- 85,000 square metres of office and circulation space to 
be divided into three sections: political, cultural and 
administrative affairs; 
- main offices for the Minister and his deputy; 
- a banquet hall, mosque, library, conference centre, exhibi
tion space and training facilities for the diplomatic corps and 
a consular section; 

- extensive parking spaces sufficient for eleven hundred 
employees and many visitors. 

The competition went through two phases, and four 
candidates were short listed. Henning Larsen's winning 
project used the historical and architectural context, continu
ing with past traditions, but he placed the building firmly in 
an international and modern idiom. 

Riyadh is situated in the eastern desert zone of Saudi 
Arabia, and is the traditional centre of Saudi dynastic power. 
It was a small town before the oil boom with two-storeyed 
mud buildings, structured around central courtyards, the 
adobe walls giving the city its distinctive ochre colour. The 
street facades were windowless and rarely decorated. 

The climate is hot and dry. Temperatures may reach forty-
seven degrees centigrade in summer, and rarely fall below 
twenty degrees centigrade in winter, although occasionally 
they go as low as zero. Rainfall varies but the annual rate 
averages about 11.5 centimetres. It is usually diy and humidity 

FROM ABOVE: Semicircular forms, flanking the main entry, 
contain the library and a diplomatic school; a sloped ramp-stair 
assists pedestrian entrance into the Ministry, and blends in well 
with the solid exterior; OPPOSITE: Octagonal light-wells punctuate 
the processional sequence into the secluded central court at the 
heart of the building; OVERLEAF: Shaip shadows reinforced the 
crisp lines and plain surfaces of the building's exterior; PAGE 120: 
A long, low profile was intentionally chosen by the architect, 
because of reduced heat gain 





rarely reaches fifty per cent. Prevailing winds in winter are 

from the south, while in summer they are from the north. 

Sand and dust storms are a major problem in the city. 

The site occupies a whole block in the al-Namodhajiyah 

quarter. Once considered the outskirts of the southern part of 

the city, it lies eight kilometres from the Diplomatic Quarter, 

and two kilometres from old Riyadh. Riyadh is one of the 

fastest growing cities in the Middle East. It is modelled on the 

pattern of a low density American city with cars as the 

prevalent form of travel. It therefore has a modern and dense 

network of roads. 

Henning Larsen wanted to incorporate the basic principles 

of Islamic traditional design with contemporary architectural 

language. He especially wanted to use the idea of a court

yard, considering it an indispensable element of Islamic 

building design. Anonymous and blank facades, as well as a 

clear hierarchy between the private and public spaces were 

also considered to be of prime importance. The whole 

physical mass of the building's structure had, of course, to 

appear to be homogeneous. 

The interior of the building is organised into three spatial 

areas: the entrance/lobby sequence, the square/street 

sequence and the courtyard/offices sequence. The building 

has a low and compact shape, rising by three to four storeys. 

Its square plan is missing one corner which is meant to 

symbolise the embassies abroad. The building is constructed 

on a raised platform, somewhat after the style of Indian 

Muslim Architecture. This houses the garage. Its massive 

aspect and blank facades reflect the traditional aspects of old 

Riyadh houses. Its sober exterior offers a sharp contrast to the 

richly decorated interiors of the courtyards and inner streets 

which emulate the intricacies of an Arab house. 

The main entrance is monumental, and is located along the 

diagonal axis of the square. It is flanked by two massive 

cylindrical towers which house the banquet hall and the 

library, both of which are easily accessible to the public. The 

central access is pedestrian. Entry is affected through a large 

and vaulted gallery which leads directly into the main lobby. 

There is no doubt about the majestic character of this space 

which rises impressively through four storeys. The whole 

sequence is solemn, formal and official. The lobby is lit by 

strips along the edges, and by hanging bulbs which give the 

illusion of traditional mosque lamps. 

This central lobby is surrounded by a triangular street 

which is covered by three-storeyed barrel vaults, the idea 

inspired by traditional covered souks. At each corner of the 

triangle are octagonally shaped domed areas, the so-called 

'squares'. These streets and squares provide access to the 

reception rooms, offices, stairways and other services. The 

streets are paved with attractive green and white marble tiles 

laid in a chequered pattern. Small openings in the vaults 

provide the light for these streets which are cooled by 

fountains and water canals. 

Three octagonally shaped squares form the centres of the 

individual block units, each block being structured around 

three courtyards; these provide the flexible office space. 

Offices for the Minister and his deputies are located on the 

top floor of the main facade. Each block houses one of the 

three main departments. The courtyards are square in shape 

and divide into three types: the cross garden, the fountain 

garden and the water basin garden. Each type is in a different 

colour, and each has distinctive patterns of tile pavings that 

help accentuate its identity. 

There are three main gates from the front road. The gate 

on the main axis is used for state occasions, and two gates 

about sixty metres equidistant from the axis are for daily use. 

A gate on the north side acts as service entrance for trucks 

and other deliveries, while one on the east side is used for 

consular services. 

The Ministry has a double external wall with a small air 

cavity between. The exterior brownstone veneer is Crema 

Mora from Italy while the interior wall is made from concrete 

slabs. The construction stands on reinforced pad and strip 

foundations. Columns and beams are of prefabricated steel, 

while the floors are made of a composite steel decking and a 

8.5 centimetre layer of concrete. The construction grid is 7.2 

X 4.8 metres. The roof is insulated with marble/concrete tiles, 

and the interior walls are covered with gypsum board and 

painted white. Off-white acoustic plaster covers the interior 

street ceilings. The floors of the public spaces are paved with 

green and white marble tiles, while the offices are covered 

with neutral coloured carpeting. Patio walls are painted in 

sophisticated blues, mauves and ochres. 

Mechanical systems are very sophisticated. Security and 

fire monitors are controlled by a central computer and can 

isolate areas of the building. Air conditioning works on an 

'algorithm' system whereby a computer regulates the humidity 

and the temperatures by constantly checking and anticipating 

exterior changes. To handle the dryness and the exceptional 

temperatures that last late into the night, a long cooling tank 

with a capacity of two thousand tons was installed. Small 

apertures, mashrabiyyas, baffled light slots, thick walls and 

high quality insulation all help to keep the building cool. 

Nearly all the technology, labour, and materials comes 

from outside Saudi Arabia. The steel comes from Japan, and 

the mechanical systems are of mixed European origin 

(English, German, Swiss, etc). Electric lights are from 

Denmark, as is the white nautical paint. The spherical lights 

were hand-blown in Germany, and the crystal chandeliers are 

from Austria. The architect was, of course, from Denmark, as 

was the engineer, and most of the white-collar workers. 

Contractors worked with Saudi partners. The manual labour 

was mostly Korean, and ninety per cent of it was unskilled. 

Work on site continued on a twenty-four hour basis, with 

eight hour shifts. Approximately two thousand workers were 

employed on the site. 

The programme was formulated in 1977-79 and Larsen was 

selected in the spring of 1980. Construction commenced in 

1982, and was completed by September 1984, with a delay of 

only three months. 
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The total cost of the project, including the main contract, 

telecommunications, art works and furniture came to SR 615 

million, or about US $150 million. Including the car park, 

this amounts to about SR 6,530 per square metre or US $1,600 

per square metre. Other state commissions of the same 

period in Riyadh range from 1.5 to two times this amount per 

square metre. Funds came from the Saudi Government. 

Maintenance costs are a state secret. 

The building appears to work well. The public spaces, 

monumental and lofty, evoke a delicate balance of dignity 

and ease. Circulation is clear and well marked, the streets and 

square are well lit, cool and quiet. Fountains and canals 

refresh the atmosphere. The offices are comfortable and of 

good dimension, and they afford a certain amount of privacy 

to their owners. A small area in the lower part of the building 

has been designed and set aside for the use of women. 

The insulation seems to work very well, and the lighting is 

handled superbly throughout. The external materials appear 

to have withstood so far the harsh climate of Riyadh, and to 

have weathered the sand, wind and dust. The interiors are 

frequently repainted to maintain their pristine quality. There 

have been small leaks during strong downpours, and the 

patio walls do not have sufficient mouldings to handle 

exposure to water. Dust, however, is the main problem in 

Riyadh, and it remains to be seen how the gardens and 

fountains will be affected by it. 

Not part of the completed design, some ornaments and 

panels, commissioned by the client and produced by 

Moroccan craftsmen, have been introduced into the build

ing against the wishes of the architect. They contrast 

sharply with the pure and abstract conception of the 

building and its furnishings. 

The Ministry of Foreign Affairs building reflects Islamic 

principles of geometry and composition. It is one of those 

rare buildings that has managed to successfully marry a 

traditional style of architecture with a modern vocabulary. It 

has taken the mud-mass of the Riyadh fort and turned it 

into a modern building of note. If nothing else, its soaring 

lobby with its vaulted streets and chequerboard floors 

remains imprinted as a magic space in the mind's eye. 

FROM ABOVE: The quiet recesses of libraiy carrels, used to read the 
rare manuscripts in the Ministry's collection; Henning Larsen was 
given the opportunity to visit many of the most important historical 
landmarks, throughout the Islamic world, and has incorporated 
many of the concepts he has seen in this project; OPPOSITE, FROM 
ABOVE: Site plan; section; OVERLEAF: Private courtyards, which 
are colour-coded to relate to their specific sector, to provide a place 
to talk privately ou tside the office; latticework pergolas are used to 
accommodate private seating areas in open courtyards 






