Basrah Sheraton Hotel
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Project Data

Architect: The Architect's
Collaborative with
HiS/jam Munir and
Associates, Baghdad.
Date: 1981.
Client: Ministry ~fTourism
and Resol1 Administration.
Area: 27,600 square metres.
Number of rooms: 207.
Structure: Zaldastani
Associates (Boston, USA).
Mechanical: Syska and
Hennessy Inc., New
York.
Construction: Taisei
COIporation, Japan.
Cost: 11.3 millioll Iraqi
dinars.

T

he Basrah Sheraton Hotel
in Iraq is rather unique in
recent history in that
upon completion it never
- or only very brieflyserved the function for
which it was intended before being requisitioned for military purposes, arid it is
now a ruin, having received direct shelling in the war between Iran and Iraq.
Thus, its publication on these pages is a
form of memorial - to a hotel that
might have been ...
Originally sponsored by the national
government to provide luxury accommodation for international tourism as
well as facilities for local public use (such
as weddings, banquets, conferences), the
commission was given to the American
firm The Architects Collaborative (TAC).
The firm is well-known in the Middle
East and worldwide because it was
founded by the former German director
of the Bauhaus School, Walter Gropius.

All documents and
photographs from the
AKAA, Geneva.
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Moreover, TAC has had a special relationship with Iraq as they were called
upon to design the University of Baghdad in the late 1950s and exercised a certain influence upon the young, postWorld War II generation of Iraqi architects (e.g. R. Chaditji and M. Makiya.)
Below: View of the Basrah SheratonJi"om the east,
showing main entrance facade (r(ght) and Ballroom
entrance (/€fi).
Bottom: Detail of the southwestem facadefacing the
pool and landscaped ten·aces. Open galleries connect
with the main interiOl" courtyards of the hotel (at
right).

Therefore, an awareness of ancient Muslim, and non-Muslim architecture along
the banks of the Tigris and Euphrates
rivers in modem day Iraq was not newly
acquired by these particular Western
architects (although not all of their
attempts in the past to combine ancient
with modem forms in this part of the
world have been fully appreciated).
TAC's achievement in the Basrah Sheraton nonetheless represented a sensitive
approach to design with the culture and
climate of Iraq's second largest city.
The five-storey structure is modelled
upon a traditional building-type, the khan
or caravanserai, which had the double
function of storage depot and inn for
travellers. Interior courtyards were for
loading and unloading merchandise or
for securing animals for the night, while
rooms for sleeping were located around
these on upper floors. Rooms gave onto
open galleries around courtyards. To this
ancient plan-type modem needs and
functions were adapted in the Basrah
hotel. While the structural system is of
reinforced concrete and the inflil material
is cement block, considerable attention
was paid to applying materials and craftsmanship of local or regional origin for
finishes. Hence, extensive use of wooden
screens and l11ashrabiyya of teak for bay
windows was incorporated, as well as
local tiles and marble. Geometric patterns
ofIslamic inspiration were also employed
as decorative motifs.
Basrah's climate is hot and humid
most of the year due to its location in the

Fourth floor plan showing guest rooms and suites.

Firstfloor plan, the entry level of the Basrah Sheraton.

Large interior courtyard of the hotel just afler completion. Landscaping, pools and outdool' seating
areas were intended eventually to provide agreeable
exterior spaces for activity.

Longitudinal section through the Basrah Sheraton,
showing interior cow1yards 4 the hotel.
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Floor plan and furnishings of a typical guest room.
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delta area some 50 kilometres from the
Arabian Gulf By keeping the building's
height relatively low, and by including
landscaping and a variety of means for
creating shade and cross ventilalion, the
architects attempted to counteract the discomfort caused by the climate.
The Basrah Sheraton is typical also of
a breed of international hotels found all
over the developing world, yet it demonstrated when it was erected (and before its
recent destruction) a reasonable endeavour to combine an appreciation of
traditional plan-types, craft decoration
and forms with modem requirements demanded by both local and foreign users.

Above: Seating areas of the main lobby and reception area before installation offurnishings.
Below: Partial view into the ceiling of the main
lobby of the hotel. Overhead skylight brings natural
light into the atrium space around which corridors
serving rooms were located.
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