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Left: The National Museum of Bahrain, 
from the lagoon. Three of the four 
exhibition 'cubes' are seen here; the hall of 
tombs and documents (foreground), hall of 
archaeology and the hall of ethnography 
(background). 

MUSEUMS 

K rohn and Hartvig Rasmussen, 
architects and planners, were 
commissioned along with 
Cowiconsult consulting 

engineers to design and supervise the 
construction of the new National 
Museum of Bahrain, following an 
international competition in 1982. 

Danish architects rarely have the 
opportunity to design a building without 
being subject to compromises. It is equally 
rare to work with a client with a good 
understanding of the more irrational 
elements involved in producing good 
architecture. However, both of these 
conditions were the case in this subject, 
in which not even financial constraints 
were placed on the solutions. 

The National Museum of Bahrain is 
one of the most recent examples of the 
Government's continuing transformation 
of Bahrain into a modern state. It also 
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represents a significant development in 
archaeological and ethnographic research 
facilities in the Middle East. 

Collections of archaeology, ethnology 
and Fine Art reflect Bahrain's extensive 
history and the museum also houses 
facilities for storage, research and 
conservation; together with visitors' 
facilities such as a lecture room, workshop 
and cafeteria. 

The museum and its associated 
administration and research buildings 
constitute the first stage of a larger civic 
centre development which, when 
complete, will include facilities for 
conferences and temporary exhibitions, a 
central library, a planetarium and an 
aquarium. 

The National Museum is situated in 
central Manama - the capital of the state 
of Bahrain. The site - an area of 351 
metres by 351 metres - is reclaimed land 

Site plan, 1:2000. 1, main entrance. 2, arcade. 3, natural history and technology. 4, entrance. 5, Fine Arts. 6, tombs and documents. 
7, archaeology. 8, ethnology. 9, cafeteria. to, administration. 11, research facilities, preservation workshop, collection facilities. 
12, exploration and excavation. 13, main entrance and directorial offices. 14, personnel parking. 15,future National Library. 
16, future Civic Centre. 17, lagoon. 
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facing the Arabian Gulf, and is one of the 
most attractive and presitigious plots in 
the city . The building itself is on an 
artificial peninsula which juts out into the 
Arabian Gulf. 

The museum's design reflects high 
international standards in contemporary 
building - and also honours Islamic 
architectural traditions. 

As a Western architect it can be difficult 
to adapt to a culture whose tradition is as 
old or even older than our own, and 
whose attitude to space, form and 

Axometric drawing of the foyer and four 
exhibition halls. 

1, main entrance. 2, Fine Arts. 3, storage. 
4, cloakrooms. 5, class rooms. 6, kiosk. 
7, VIP-room. 8, kitchen. 9, cafeteria. 
10, tombs and documents. 11, elevator. 
12, archaeology. 13, elevator. 
14, ethnology. 15, natural history. 

Section of the foyer. 

MUSEUMS 

ornamentation is of a considerably 
different nature and at the same time 
based on other traditions. The risk of a 
superficial adaption of the attributes of 
Islamic architecture to an otherwise 
western style of building is an obvious 
one. The problem is basically to 
demarcate the areas in which western and 
eastern traditions meet. 

Introspection is perhaps the essential 
feature of Islamic architecture. Even 
monumental works have an almost self
effacing exterior. One must seek behind 
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the surface, where Islamic architecture 
unfolds in a wealth of varied, often sur
prising spatial sequences; a sophisticated 
control of the strong daylight and orna
mentation that is always subordinate to 
the primary spatial expression. The Arabic 
preference for geometry and the 
integration of geometric spatial forms is 
even dent in almost all Islamic architecture; 
it is rooted in Islam, a religion that to a 
certain extent has determined the 
expression of the buildings. Iconographic 
depictions do not exist within Islamic 
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architecture, but ornamentation, 
geometrical patterns and the application 
of geometrical principles of spatial 
organization are the primary features. 

It is a challenge for architects to be 
confronted with a cultural tradition 
refined through centuries and attempt to 
maintain its basic elements while seeking 
a common ground between two so very 
different cultural traditions. It was within 
these traditions that we found a point of 
intersection which we felt was consistent 
with our own architectural tradition. 

Above left: A sitting area (foreground) and 
the arcade, which consists of extruded 
aluminium sunscreens resting on plinths 
faced with travertine. The screens were 
made by the Bahrain company Balexco. 

Above right: The main entrance to the 
museum. The screens of the arcade cast a 
patterned shadow on the travertine walls 
and the mirror pool which runs along the 
south wing of the museum. 

Right: The museum square showing the 
arcade sculpture. 

MUSEUMS 

On the design we have attempted to 
apply a spatial geometry based on the 
intrinsic functional divisions. From the 
exterior, the museum appears as a series 
of simple continuous surfaces sided with 
sand-coloured travertine, while in the 
interior we employ a spatial organization 
that allows great variation and in which 
light becomes an essential element. 

The basic g~ometric form chosen for 
the design is the square. The entire 
building scheme is within a square form 
with the edges drawn up by a peripheral 

27 

concrete wall on the land side and a sea 
wall facing the Arabian Gulf. An artificial 
lagoon has been created to ensure a 
constant water level independe·nt of tidal 
variations. The geometric framework is 
also evident in the use of various 
diagonally placed square elements of 
which the central arcade functions not 
only as a pivotal point but also as a 
distribution areal, giving access to various 
parts of the building complex. 

The arcade is the first architectural 
element to greet the visitor. It provides 
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shaded access to all parts of the area while 
the patterns of the aluminium screen 
subtly recall the style of old local palace 
architecture on Maharraq island. It 
functions as a unifying spatial element in 
the large open square and it provides 
protection from the scorching sun. It is 
a light and airy structure resting on heavy 
plinths faced with travertine, and with a 
sunscreen formed as a transparent 
ornamental pattern. Along the museum's 
south wing lies a mirror pool that forms 
a cool and peaceful element fed by water 
from a number of fountains on the 
museum square. 

The main entrance, formed as a 
symbolic pattern set against a wall of 
travertine, leads directly into the foyer. 
The foyer , which connects the four cubic 
exhibition blocks, is the museum's central 
area and from here there is access to all 
public facilities including the educational 
sections, a cafeteria at the eastern end and 
an art gallery at the western end. The 
foyer thus becomes the unifying element 
of the museum. It serves not only as an 
impressive entrance to the basic functions 
of the museum, but also as a meeting place 
and space for temporary exhibitions . It 
also offers an exceptional view of the 
harbour. The foyer has been given a quite 
distinct form: the ceiling consists of 
various levels of barrel vaults hanging free 
of the walls thus emphasizing and 
strengthening the cubic form of the 
exhibition spaces. 

The primary access between the four 
exhibition cubes, which in fact are small 
independent museums, is indicated by 
light of varying intensity . The overall 
effect is that of an open sequence of spaces 
in which varying ceiling heights and light 
intensities create a dynamic series of 
experiences, while at the same time 
providing optimum means of orientation. 

The exhibition halls are situated in two
storeyed cubic elements with no daylight 
access . The exclusion of daylight is 
primarily to avoid damage to the art 
works. The various exhibition themes are 
arranged in clearly defined separate cubes 
which are connected on both levels so that 
an effect of separation and connection is 
achieved. It is thus necessary to return to 
the foyer in order to proceed to the other 
exhibition halls. 

The research and administration 
sections are designed according to 
structuralistic principles: a grid system of 
internal traffic paths . All the offices look 
out on small intimate courtyards with 
pergolas and garden areas. This schematic 
form reflects the restricted character of the 
research and administration sections 
which is fmther emphasized by the 
continuous surrounding wall. 

Although we had no desire to merely 
plagiarize traditional Islamic patterns, we 
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did feel that the large surface areas should 
be subject to an artistic treatment. The 
flooring in the foyer is marble laid in a 
complex pattern that reflects the plan of 
the building and emphasizes the form of 
the foyer. The necessary expansion joints 
are integral elements in these patterns. 

The materials were chosen according to 
function , climate , durability, and 
tradition. The travertine siding forms a 

Bahrain's Inheritance 
The state of Bahrain consists of several 
islands located in the central and western 
part of the Arabian Gulf. Though small 
in size, Bahrain has an impressive history 
dating back over 6,000 years, and it has 
been a favourite excavation site for 
archaeologists since 1880, when the 
British Captain Durand published the first 
ethnographical and archaeological 
description of the country. . 

Bahrain is synonymous with the 
legendary land of Dilmon or 'Land of the 
Gods' , mentioned in the Sumerian 
legends written over 4,000 years ago. 
Its strategic location between 
Mesopotamia to the north and the Indus 
Valley to the east, enabled it to become 
an important trading centre with its own 
rich resources of fresh water, resulting in 
fertile oases where grain and dates could 
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background for the light aluminium 
screens that function as shades for the 
window areas. The interior walls are also 
faced with travertine, matching the colour 
of the marble floor of the foyer. The 
exhibition areas have oil-treated wooden 
flooring laid in a diagonal pattern while 
carpeting has been used in areas such as 
the hall of Fine Art where a greater degree 
of intimacy was desired. 

be grown. During the Middle Dilmon 
(1700 BC to 1000 BC) and Late Dilmon 
(1000 BC to 330 BC) periods, the 
country may have been under the direct 
political and economic influences of 
Kassite: Neo-Assyrian and Neo
Babylonian empires in Mesopotamia to 
the North. 

The Hellenistic cultural tradition 
brought by Alexander the Great in 330 
BC quickly took precedence (although 
Bahrain did not come directly under 
Hellenic rule) and the Tylos, (the 
'Hellenized' name for Dilmon) period 
lasted until the introduction of Islam 
in 630 AD. M 

Based on information by Bruno Frohlich, MS, 
PhD, Research Associate, Smithsonian 
Institute, Washington DC, USA. 
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Top: Another view of the museum square 
showing the arcade sculpture, which 
consists of a wall with engravings based on 
traditional Arab patterns and a geometric 
floor sculpture. 

Centre: The wall of the hall of natural 
history and technology is inscribed with 
patterns based on Arab designs of 
geometric variations on the circle. 

Above: The hall of ethnography, with a 
reconstruction of typical shops of the suq 
including hangings used in the suq alleys 
for protection from the sun. 

Opposite page: The foyer of the museum. 
Skylights between the arched metal ceilings 
and travertine-covered walls allow for a 
dramatic play of light. The flooring is 
marble laid in geometric patterns. 
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Top: The hall of Fine Arts - some rooms 
receive natural light through glass ceilings. 
Carpets have been used to create intimacy. 

Centre: An archaeological display in the 
hall of graves, which conveys a unique 
period of Bahrain's history; the discovery 
in the 1960s of elaborate funeral practices 
helped confirm that Bahrain was the centre 
of the legendary Dilmon civilization. 

Above: Interior showing the barrel vaulted 
ceiling. 


