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Abu Dhabi Inter-Continental Hotel 

Sheikh Zayed, Ruler of Abu 
Dhabi and President of United 
Arab Emirates (U.A.E) con
tacted Inter-Continental Hotel 
Corporation (IHC) for develop= ment of a major new hotel in 

the capital city of Abu Dhabi, on a site 
along the corniche of the Arabian Gulf 
Benjamin Thompson and Associates was 
invited to handle this commission by 
IHC, and to prepare a schematic proposal 
for a 450-room hotel. After studying and 
visiting the country, city, and site, my 
associates and I prepared a conceptual 
scheme, and forwarded a model of the 
building to Sheikh Zayed. He was re
portedly so pleased with the proposal that 
he requested that its size be doubled. He 
envisioned a major facility for national 
conferences and official ceremonies, 750 
guest rooms and suites, with hospitality 
features and public space commensurate 
with Abu Dhabi's economic growth and 
importance within the U.A.E. and the 
Middle East. 

A larger site was offered directly on 
the Gulf, which permitted me to propose 
the inclusion of a major marina and 
waterfront recreation area - a much
needed amenity for city residents and 
boating enthusiasts, which would also 
make the hotel an attraction for visitors 
from other Gulf ports. The proposal was 
accepted, giving added emphasis to this 
as a centre of national hospitality. 
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When construction bids were re
ceived, the country was experiencing 
temporary economic slowdown, and the 
Finance Ministry recommended a con
servative approach, asking that construc
tion be phased so that 40% could be 
added after completion of the central 
facility. Scope changes were agreed, 
abbreviating the guest tower by 7 floors 
(108 rooms), and eliminating the drama
tic atrium wing (200 rooms) in Phase 1. 
After revisions of the Tea Garden and 
outer walls and further negotiations, con
struction began. 

Context and Design 
On my exploratory visit, in addition to 
practical information, I was seeking con
tact with spiritual and cultural roots, to 
stir the imagination to a sense of rightness 
in building for this special place, so dis
tant and different from my own. I found 
a city that was a totally modem artifact, 
arisen on tidal flats in only 20 years - a 
city without identity or historic depth, 
without reference to the nomadic people 
who have traversed those sands for cen
turies, leaving no scar deeper than a 

Below: The original project in modelform, includ
ing atrium wing and the marina. Photograph cour
tesy of Benjamin Thompson and Associates. 
Right: Detail of the hotel facade along the marina. 
Wooden mashrabiyas are employed as sun screens 

for interior spaces. Poolside terrace is located on the 
upper level. Photograph: Gregory Murphey. 
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vanishing footprint. I found a city with
out material resources - not even usable 
sand. For its modem incarnation, all 
materials, labour and skill had been im
ported, together with a faceless rigid style 
of building. No vernacular forms or 
crafts persist to reveal deeper traditions to 
today's builder. Yet, roots abound in so
cial traditions - of family, food, hospi
tality, and communion with nature. 
From these, and from sensing the en
vironment itself - the quality of light, 
intensity of heat, flatness ofland, the sea
sonal struggle of growing things, I found 
clues that spurred understanding and ex
pression. 

Like other new buildings, the hotel 
would arrive as a foreign institution, 
bound by modem conventions and intri
cate performance demands. Yet Sheik 
Zayed's commission seemed to require 
transformation of that alien institution 
into a centre expressive of the ideologies 
and traditions of his Royal Family and 
countrymen, their life, customs, and uni
ty with all Islam. 

The importance of this building may 
be expressed in these ways: 
• As an expression of hannony with a 

special site, an extreme climate, a de
manding programme, and a social and 
cultural tradition; 

• As a 20th-century building-type with 
totally modem facilities which trans
cends its institutional framework, to 
become accepted as a national public 
building, a centre of royal hospitality, 

and a source of pride and enjoyment; 
• As an extended effort by an American 

architect to build a bridge between the 
practical needs of an international buil
der-operator and the local Owner
users' spiritual need to reassert national 
identity and reveal deep connections to 
the roots of all Muslim culture; 

• As an example of synthesis of contem
porary form, purpose, and materials 
with Islamic values, finding spatial and 
sensual expression through reinter
pretation of timeless themes and tradi
tional language. 
To demonstrate the language, the 

vocabulary on which we have drawn in 
seeking these objectives, I would call 
attention to the following: 

Materials 
Tile: Used in numerous linear and 
geometric patterns and in natural col
ours, on wall surfaces, floors, function
al areas such as the Rotisserie, counters, 
fountains, courtyards, as a continuous 
decorative surface; 

• Marble, Pakistani stone, and stucco: in 
lobby and ballroom, on exterior walls 
and curbs, paving, pool deck; exposed 
aggregate stucco as a unified exterior 
wall finish; 

• Brass and Bronze: on doors, railings, 
elevators, decorative lamps, details; 

• Wood screen: window screens, trel
lises, ceilings, and traditional mashra
hiyas in the restaurant; 

• Carpets: bold patterned carpets in public 
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Left: Parlial plan of the Abu Dhabi Inter
Continental at the marina level, showing major 
public and reception areas. Photograph courtesy of 
Benjamin Thompson and Associates. 
Above: View of corridor space leading to the coffee 
shop, with mashrabiya screens, stone and floor 
tiles as decorative suifacing. Photograph: Gregory 
Murphey. 

areas, finely patterned carpets in rooms, 
suites, original oriental carpets as large
scale wall hangings; 

• Woven and printed fabrics: geometric 
patterns as decorative wall coverings, 
upholstery, curtains, bed coverings, 
pillows, wall hangings and banners. 

Pattern 
Ornamental patterns, found in Islamic 
architecture, textiles, and utilitarian ob
jects, have been incorporated in tile, 
wood, bronze, stonework, wrought 
steel, and fabric, throughout the hotel, 
gardens, and entrance areas. All decora
tion is of a stylised non-figurative type, 
including original calligraphic silk screen 
prints created for guest room walls. The 
sources of adaptive designs are traditional 
ones - calligraphy, stylised abstractions 
of natural forms, and geometric forms. 
In some cases, existing traditional mate
rial, such as patterned tile, was entirely 
suited to today's use. 

Colour 
A passion for polychrome colour ex
pressed in many Muslim lands, offsetting 
the bleak monotony of hot deserts and 
mountain plains, is captured throughout 
the hotel. Traditional colours with sym
bolic values have been used to give spe
cial character to interior spaces: green and 
bronze (Rotisserie); blue and white tile 
(Tea Garden and exterior court); gold 
dominates other intense hues in the Ball
room, and the Oriental restaurant is rich 
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Left: Detail of a stairway 
with decorative stone and 
tilework in the hotel . 
Left, below: Detail of 
doorways illustrating the 
wide use of tiles, with 
traditional Muslim geometric 
patterns, in a linear foshion. 
Photographs: Gregory 
Murphey. 


