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Project Data 

The 5ief Palace area includes 
thefollowing buildings: 

5iefPaiace Extension 
Council of Ministers 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
Architects: Raili and Reima 

Pietilii. 
Project commencement: 1973. 
Completion: 1983. 

Text by Janice Randall. 
Photographs by 
Raili Pietila. 
Drawings courtesy of the 
architects. 

Sief Palace Area Buildings, Kuwait 

C apital city Al Kuwait, at 
the edge of the Persian 
Gulf, is the site of the Sief 
Palace Area Buildings, a 
government complex de
signed by Finnish archi

tects Reima and Raili Pietila. The plan 
and detail of the project, begun in 1973, 
respond to a desire for three structures -
the Sief Palace Extension, the Council of 
Ministers building and the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs building - to demon
strate "new Islamic architecture, " as set 
forth by an International Advisory Com
mittee headed by Sir Leslie Martin and 
Franco Albini. 

The complex is built on a landfill area 
which was once a wharf for traditional 
Kuwaiti dhow teak ships. Adjacent to the 
building site is the traditional Islamic Old 
SiefPalace, constructed in 1963 to serve as 
the Emir's Reception Hall. The Pietilas' 
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Above: The 5ief Palace Extension, shown here 
alongside the existing Palace, is well tied in form 
and material to the earlier reception hall and tower. 
"An Arabian theme cif camels passing rhythmically 
by", is how Reima Pietila· describes the arcades and 
galleries sunounding the complex of the Kuwaiti 
government buildings. 
Below: A general view of the Minist,"), cif Foreign 
Affairs Building viewed Ji'om the Southeast. 
Right: The colouifully tiled water fountain in the 
Council of Ministers' internal courtyard is one of 
seven fountains which resemble ceramic coral 
flow ers. 

modem addition is skillfully designed to 
harmonise, in style and materials, with 
the existing Palace structure. This annex 
marks the beginning of a dramatic archi
tectural progression from traditional to 
innovative forms, as the Extension's sty
listic restraints yield to a certain freedom 
of design allowed by the other two build
mgs. 
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PRIME MINISTER 

SEA SIDE BALCONY 
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Site plan 



The architects' characteristic search for 
a location's cultural spirit, its genius loci, is 
reflected here in design components 
chosen to express an ideal image of the 
Kuwaiti waterfront; siif in Arabic means 
shore. "From the sea", Reima Pietila 
asserts, "the fronts of the ancient mer
chant palaces are reborn out of their ori
ginal sites, rising from behind the 
breakwaters". Water fountains in the 
courts and terraces resemble ceramic co
ral flowers and, as such, are further testi
mony to the site's former marine exist
ence. 

The fountains, as well as other court
yard forms and the internal corridors of 
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs building, 
are tiled in brightly coloured strips, "sig
nifying the woven partitions which di
vide up an Arab tent". Aluminium strips 
of the suspended ceilings are patterned 
after the soffits in reed structure which 
were traditional in Kuwait Old City. 

Reima Pietila credits his wife with ex
pertise in colour and material while he is a 
specialist in form. He suggests that study
ing Gulf archaeology influenced the 
floorplan design and that Uruk's city 
walls, some 200 kilometres north of 
Kuwait, are echoed by those of the Sief 
Palace buildings. 

The same soft, yellow colour of in
digenous housing is used for the build
ings' exterior walls, whose openings are 
designed in a wide range of shapes and 
sizes. In the case of the Ministry of Fore
ign Affairs building, the cut-away outside 
wall reveals an unexpected scale of open
ings, the larger of which admit air to a 
shaded interior space. Recesses in the 
staggered exterior walls shield the win
dows from the hot sun and it is signifi
cant to note the contemporary design 
approach of certain T-shaped window 
openings. Also functional in climatic sun
protection are the arcades and galleries of 
the sand-lime brick elevations. The 
shapes and shadows of these elements 
suggest a poetic imagery of camels pass
ing rhythmically by: a further assertion 
of the architects' genius loci . 

Dissatisfied by the high technology 
structures they saw replacing traditional 
coral stone and mud-wall houses, Reima 
and Raili Pietila found a design solution 
with more local spirit and stamina. It is 
their hope that the architectural character
istics of the SiefPalace Area Buildings can 
"harmonise and relate to those more uni
versal, natural denominators of Kuwait 
Bay - its sky, sands and sea". 
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Left: Double windows at the end of a hallway in 
the Sief Palace Extension. 
Below: Sief Palace Extension arcade. The overall 
soft yellow colour of the stone is the same as indige
nous earth walls of nearby traditional housing. 



Windows in the Kuwaiti - produced sandlime 
brick elevations of the Siif Palace Extension . 
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Above: Exterior glass door, screened windows and 
skylights are design features which create a design 
vocabulary for the Council building. 
Lift: Interior view of the Council of Ministers' 
building with a typical teak-screen window . 
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Left: Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs building lobby. "The 
strip pattern in the coloured 
tiling takes on its own 
context," says Reima Pietila, 
"signifying the woven 
partitions which divide up an 
Arab tent." 
Left, below: The Council of 
Ministers' sun-protected 
T-shaped window overhangs 
reveal a contemporary design 
approach to an ancient 
problem. 

Janice Randall is a freelance 
writer who currently lives 
and works out of Paris, 
France. 
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