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The changes in architecture 
__ experienced by Kuwait 
over the last thirty years or so, 
are almost beyond imagination. 
The tremendous visual impact 
that recent structures have had 
and still continue to have on the 
built environment can only be 
accurately described by actual 
experience. The feeling might 
perhaps be comparable to 
visiting a Disneyland of 
residential manifestations! 

Having generally examined 
the character of the traditional 
dwellings (in MIMAR 13), I felt 
it would be interesting to 
investigate the multitude of 
modem residential architecture 
in the context of what is known 
about the traditional examples 
already presented. I therefore 
will attempt to provide as 
realistic a picture as possible of 
the changes and 
transformations that have lead 
to the birth of a hodge podge of 
architectural forms. 

This article only investigates 
the private villas in Kuwait and 
does not incorporate any form 
of government housing. It is 
also worth noting that due to 
the diversity of the houses 
featured, the nature of the text 
is quite generaL The main 
objective is to present the 
eclectic character of the 
residential environment in 
Kuwait, best expressed by the 
dressed up exteriors of the 
buildings. Consequently, the 
examination of specific 
buildings is not necessary for 
the purpose of this article. 
Finally, I present some personal 
views on architectural aesthetics 
and evaluation in the context of 
the residential manifestations 
that have surfaced in Kuwait. 

Contemporary 
~aitiHouses 

M any of the vast urban and 
__ architectural changes that 
have taken place in Kuwait over 
the last thirty years have been a 
direct result of a capital-surplus 
oil-fed economy. The 
traditional city was demolished 
in order to give way to modem 
infrastructure. As a result, the 
residents of the old town had to 
be re-located in newly plalmed 
neighbourhood units that 
Kuwait's Post Oil Era eclectic 
architecture has been so 
overwhelmingly expressed. 

The overall affiuence 
allowed the increased 

acquisition of motor cars, the 
introduction of new 
technologies, the importation 
of architects, engineers, other 
professionals and labourers 
from various parts of the 
world, in an effort to build the 
modem Kuwait. The 
newcomers, many of whom 
were Arabs, did not quite 
understand the various aspects 
of Kuwait's environment. The 
Kuwaiti citizen himself did not 
quite comprehend what 
architecture was all about. The 
Kuwaitis began to experience a 
sense of freedom from the 
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This is the second and conciudillg part 
~f a photo-essay on the domestic 
architecture ~f Kuwait - part olle was 
featured in MIMAR 13. 

. Text and photographs hy Htlda 
AI-Balwr unless otherwise indicated. 

Early Post Oil period 
1950's - early 1960's 
Left: An example ~f Kuwait's 
residential architecture of the 1950's and 
early 1960's. The geometric nature ~f 
the focade is expressed by the angled 
concrete slabs, punched with various 
openingsfor purely decorative purposes. 
The multi-colour scheme of the plastered 
exterior, the zig-zagged roif canopy, the 
large balconies suppO/ted by the rather 
unusual columns, the wajJled balcony 
ceilings and the iron doors if the main 
entrance, set in a geometric form and 
topped with a jetlike canopy are all 
characteristic architectural features of this 
period. .. 

Left, below: Another example ~f 
Kuwait's Early Post Oil residential 
architecture. The distinctive architectuml 

.features if this period are well expressed 
by the geometric and technicolour 
plastered focade, the sloping zig-za.&.t;;ed 
roof canopy, the angled and punched 
decorative concrete slabs, the lmge 
balconies with their multi-colour hollow 
wa./jled ceilings and the velY 
characteristic main entrance set in a 
geometric concretefonn, angled at the 
sides and topped with a canopy. 
Photographs: T. Allison. 

constraints of the traditional 
way of life and a sense of 
affiuence toward a modem 
living environment. They 
began with the aid of rather 
mediocre architects to express 
their confused thoughts 
architecturally. Many of their 
attempts were in search of a 
new identity that had no link 
with the past, and rather than 
develop, enhance and refme the 
traditional character in the 
context of the new, they simply 
discarded the old and started to 
build the new on very shaky 
and superficial grounds. And it 
is this disruption in the process 
of environmental change that 
has resulted in the failure of 
most of what I call Kuwait's 
Early Post Oil architecture in 



Mouhammed Al-Hamad's 
Residence 
Ahove: A product C!fthe late 1960'5. 
Dismchanted with the technicolour 
geometric manifestations C!fthe Early 
Post Oil period, this example utilises 
brick, in a simple pattern, as a more 
durable vmeer matel1al. Fmestration 
and balconies are reduced and the 
windows are set hack to provide some 
protection.fi"om the sun . 
R(ght: The main stairway, to the left if 
the entrance hall. Thefinest 
craftsmanship C!f wood and stained glass 
are exquisitely executed. The intricate 

geometric and .floral motifS along with 
the panels C!f Quranic inscriptions are all 
hand Calved and painted. 
Far right: The main hall. The ceilings, 
walls, doors and forniture are all hand 
Calved and painted in.floral and 
geometric motifS. The workmanship is 
mainly of Syrian origin. Thefinal 
decorative touches which include the 
ornate chandelier, lantems and side 
lamps, the silver vases, the woodm 
chest, the fine Persian calpet and the 
brass door handles Me all carefully 
selected to compliment the finishes and 
fillniture. 
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Early Post Oil period 
Left: This renovated example with 
multi-coloured plastered exterior has 
been re-painted white. Some if the 
balconies have been closed in and the 
main entrance has been replaced with 
rather modest aluminium doors. Many if 
the other features of the original design 
are however still apparent. They include 
the large picture windows, the spacious 
balconies that have not been closed in, 
the sloping rocifs and roof canopies and 
the angled elevations punched with 
openings at times. 

the 1950's. 
This period can generally be 

characterised by its residential 
designs that express quite 
astonishing gestures in the 
name of modernism. The 
geometry plays a dominant role 
as a facade element giving the 
building an image of a jigsaw 
puzzle, a cardboard model but 
not a residence as conceived by 



most people. Sloping roof climate, accompanied by dust people to travel extensively this period are quite handsome 
canopies at acute, oblique, skew in the blistering summer around the world, bringing structures and could be quite 
or deformed angles, months. The stuccoed or home images of their future appealing if sited on acres of 
unfunctional decorative slabs of plastered multicolour exteriors dream houses. The greenland, standing as 
concrete punched with various peeled and weathered very individualistic statement of each individual buildings, amidst 
openings, aided by a poorly, and along with the residential form became of luscious landscapes and running 
technicolour elevation loudly balconies that were later closed paramount importance in the water. But unfortunately the 
reject any association with the in for lack of use, resulted in Middle Post Oil period of eclectic dwellings stand side by 
past. Jetlike structures and unsightly elevations. Kuwait's architecture. People side in Kuwait's residential 
flying rockets became a symbol Fortunately, the offensive perceived their house as a neighbourhoods to display an 
of modem living. residential architecture of that symbol of their affluence and architectural extravaganza, a 

The failure of this period of period did not remain popular status in society and each camival, a showroom of copied 
Kuwait's architecture was felt for very long. People became individual was compelled to styles and motifs, results of 
even more in the poor aware of the problems that such state uniqueness in architecture. confused aesthetic values and a 
performance of the building designs entailed and this This in tum generated the lack of understanding of a need 
itself in terms of providing a allowed them to seek more eclectic forms that are so much to develop one's own 
comfortable living modest and functional part of the Kuwaiti residential architectural identity. Perhaps 
environment. Air conditioning structures although the question architectural scene today. the only positive things I can 
teclmology allowed large of aesthetics was still to be Neo-classical, Baroque, say about much of this period's 
picture windows and spacious resolved. Neo-Islamic, Bungalow style, architecture is that more 
balconies to be used. This But alas the awareness did Spanish, North African, durable materials have been 
caused tremendous not last too long. The country Cubist, Neo-Bedouin, outer utilised on the exterior (mpstly 
maintenance and and citizens witnessed even space you name it, you'll fmd it veneer masonry), balconies 
environmental comfort greater affluence in the 1970's. ... and even more! have been reduced, if not 
problems, due to the severe hot The wealth allowed many Some of the private villas of eliminated, and attempts have 
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Middle Post Oil period 
Mid 1%0's-1970's 
Left: As manifestation that attempts to 
produce an individualistic architectural 
statement. The confused and irrational 
focade treatment adds yet another 
cosmetic design approach to Kuwait's 
eclectic architectural scene. 
Below: An eclectic example of this 
period. A monumental, pseudo plazzo 
image is strongly portrayed through the 
use of the rather large, but flat central 
dome, the arched windows, the 
balconies and the multitude of facade 
materials utilised (limestone, sandstone, 
travertine, marble, tile, plaster etc.). 
The inconsistency in the exterior 
elements are expressed through the 
abrupt transitions in the overallfocade 
treatment. 
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Left, bottom: An example that well 
illustrates the ecleeticity of this period. 
The tent-like forms are of a re-inforced 
concrete structure, plastered and painted 
white. In the plan configuration, each 
tent structure corresponds to a living 
space. At the ground level, the spaces 
are generally open to one another, 
while at thefirst level, they are 
separated to house the bedrooms and 
bathrooms. 

A rather humourous approach to 
regional architecture is expressed by the 
overall exterior image. The interior on 
the other hand is exqu isitely and 
tastifully executed. It utilises the finest 
workmanship in wood and marble and 
the very best in furnishings, moulding 
Eastern and Western decorative motifs 
to produce spectacular interior spaces. 
(It is rather unfortunate that I was not 
permitted to publish any interior 
photographs, acknowledging the 
injustice that the exterior does to its 
interior architecture.) 

been initiated to scale down 
fenestration dimensions. 

A more optimistic typology 
of buildings characterises the 
Late Post Oil period of the 
1980's. On average, the 
younger generation of today 
does not have the financial 
resources available to erect 
residences that compete in 
monumentality with those of 
the earlier period, although one 
still observes a trend toward 
eclectic and monumental 
design. I would like to think of 
this period as a transitional 
phase toward more identifiable 
residential designs. People are 
becoming more conscious 
about the functional aspects of 
traditional dwellings and many 
young Kuwaitis express 
concern about the quality of 
their residential environment. 
They seem to show more 
interest in modem designs 
inspired by tradition. Some are 
still confused about design 
aesthetics. Some want "Islamic 
designs" that they think they 
can identify with, being 
disenchanted with the alien 
international forms but this 
limited perception only 
magnifies the problem as the 
architecture of the Islamic 
world varies appreciably from 
one region to another. 



AI-Marzouk Residence 
An example of the Middle Post Oil 
period. This particular building 
comprises three independent but 
connected residences. The image of 
monumentality is very strongly 
expressed throughout the structure. 
Travertine is used as an exterior veneer 
material. Glass curtain walls, extensive 
fenestration using double glazed 
aluminium windows and the arcaded 
collonade at the ground level are other 
characteristic features. 

SectionAA 

A 

First .floor plan 

Rather than seek cosmetic I n attempting to evaluate many designers throughout 
architecture, our concern _architectural work which in history. It is the aesthetic order 
should be to arrive at designs itself entails artistic or aesthetic that has given us the 
that serve our utilitarian needs expression, one is confronted architecture of the past, 
in response to our environment with the problem of objective whether vernacular, 
in the context of modem living. versus subjective judgement. monumental or other, that one 
The fulfillment of our spiritual As emphasised earlier, utility or so much admires and so often 
needs through the the functional aspect of wants to replicate or recreate in 
embellishment and celebration architecture should be the today's disordered urban 
of building is just as important primary objective of design and environment. 
as utilitarianism. Ornament aesthetic elements are Dr. Roger Scruton, 
should be inspired by our incorporated only to enhance lecturer in philosophy at 
culture and should arise from one's architectural identity. London University, dismisses 
our inc1igenous vocabulary. Moreover, in the aesthetics of the aesthetic idea of "it's all a 
The incorporation of embellishment, objectivity is matter of taste" explaining 
architectural genes from alien just an inherent part of that people use it to "secure 
gene pools is certainly a architectural evaluation as it is whatever validity they can for 
possibility, but only when it an inherent part of scientific their own idiosyncracies". He 
enhances the survival of our judgement. One has to continues to argue that "In 
architectural organism in the acknowledge that aesthetic proposing an aesthetics of 
ongoing process of order does exist and it does architecture, the least one 
environmental change and have underlying principles must be proposing is an 
evolution. which have been understood by aesthetics of everyday life ... 
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In one sense it seems aesthetic 
judgement is subjective - for 
it consists in the attempt to 
articulate an individual 
experience, but in another 
sense, it is objective for it 
aims to justify that 
experience, through 
presenting reasons that are 
valid for others besides 
oneself'. And it is this 
justification that one should 
be confronted with when 
evaluating the eclectism of 
Kuwait's residential forms. 
One must be responsible to 
preserve one's architectural 
identity through uniformly 
identifiable yet diverse 
architectural aesthetic 
concepts and values. 

Today it has become 
extremely difficult to defme 
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an identity for the Kuwaiti 
house, particularly when one 
is examining the exterior 
form of the building. The 
buildings appear to be 
designed more as fashionable 
fads than anything else. 
Architecture has to be worn 
and experienced for 
generations and hence the 
whimsy can get quite old and 
aggravating after a while. One 
simply cannot dispose of 
buildings every season or every 
year to allow for designs in 
vogue! Some people rnight 
have a more relaxed attitude 
toward the residential 
architecture carnival in Kuwait. 
Charles Jencks, in his "Dream 
houses of Los Angeles" 
describes the eclectic houses as 
having "an immediate sensual 
quality, an ability to make you 
tum your head away from the 
traffic, look and however 
reluctantly smile ... even if it 
isn't the High Game of serious 
architecture, it is nonetheless a 
form of enjoyment, erotic in its 
self-obsession". Although not 
said in the Kuwaiti context, this 
attitude should not be adopted 
to encourage architecture 
toward that objective. The 
architectural joke gets stale after 

a while and eventually will 
become a source of discomfort 
and annoyance for the user, his 
neighbours and anyone who 
has to experience it on a 
continuous basis. 

Although the 
environment is constantly 
changing, the societies and 
cultures are forever evolving, 
civilisations nevertheless are 
always built on the 
foundations of the past. One 
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learns from history and the 
past offers a reservoir of 
solutions and approaches that 
one can still adapt. The design 
intention however, is not to 
replicate the architecture of 
the past but to respect its 
concepts and to perpetuate a 
relation between the past, the 
present and the future in an 
attempt to further develop 
and preserve a national 
architectural identity 

"A good place is one which, 
msomeway 
appropriate to the person and 
her 
culture, makes her aware of 
her 
community, her past, the 
web of life, 
and the universe of til1)e and 
space 
in which those are 
contained. " 
Bachelard 



Late Post Oil period 
1980's 
L~ft: An architectural experiment in 
the use of pseudo-classical design 
vocabulary. It portrays yet another 
palacial image that strivesfor 
monumentality, a design trend that 
continues to prevail into this period. 
L~, below: A modem architectural 
statement of the Late Post Oil period. 
The focade rejects use ofhistoric cliches. 
The articulation ~f volumes, masses 
and elevation elements are pure 
responses to functional requirements. 
Concrete is used as a focade material, its 
mass broken by the volumetric 
elevations and the recessed fenestration. 
Right: The overall ,-elative simplicity 
of the elevations and the uncomplicated 
articulation ~ffocade elements are 
characteristic of the changes that have 
taken place over the years, although an 
image of monumentality is still 
expressed. Other noticeable features 
include the absence of balconies, the use 
of concrete, a more durable material 
than plaster, as a veneelfor the focade 
and the extensive use of arched 
fenestration utilising aluminium frames. 
Right: The trend towards eclectic and 
monumental design is still observed in 
this Late Post Oil period example. The 
exterior has been inspired by Muslim 
Spain and North African palacial 
architecture. 
Below: An architect's free style 
interpretation of modem classicism is 
illustrated here. The absence of 
balconies, the overall reduction in 
fenestration and the use ~flimestone as a 
more durable focade material are other 
characteristic ftatures. 
Below, right: A ''.free style" 
pseudo-Islamic revival of the Late Post 
Oil period. Disenchanted with alien 
international forms, another cosmetic 
approach to architecture is chosen 
within an interpretation of traditional 
design. The wind towers which were 
rare in Kuwait's traditional dwellings 
are in this example made of concrete 
and used for purely visual purposes. 
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Abdul-Latif Al-HaInad's 
Residence 
An unusual example of the late 
1960's that utilises the traditional 
courtyard concept. The social aspect 
of the courtyard can still be provided 
for in today's residential designs 
through the incorporation of the 
enclosed courtyard, exemplified by 
this residence. Here, the overall 
design motifs exhibit North African 
influences, particularly Moroccan, 
portrayed by the screened doors and 
windows, the arcades and the 
lanterns in the loggia. The 
colouiful cushions used for the floor 
seating are handwoven and 
embroidered of Northern Iraqi 

Al-Mas'oud Residence 

North (entrance) elevation 

origin. The loggia, surrounding the 
courtyard and leading into the other 
living spaces is used to display some 
very fine works of 0/1. The overall 
interior space composition is 
dynamic and exciting. 

The first time visitor is always 
intrigued and happily swprised 
upon entering this space as the calm 
and modest exterior, well hidden in 
vegetation, reveals little of the 
interior. The main living room 
houses the finest Damascene 
antiquefurniture. The intricate 
geometric and floral designs in wood 
are ornately inlaid with 
mother-ofpearl, each piece, being a 
work of art in itself 

Natural 
stoll e 
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Abdulla Al-Dakhil's 
Residence 
One ofthefew examplesfeatured 
here that discards historic cliches and 
cosmetic architecture. It presents an 
optimistic and an unpretentious 
typology of residential design. The 
exterior utilises brick, a locally 
manufactured material, as a veneer 
element. The windows are set into 
arcaded concrete canopies and 
employ wood shutters. The overall 
facade treatment is well 
proportioned and displays an 

appealing and a soothing image 
amidst the existing hodge-podge of 
architectural manifestations. 

The daily living room facing 
the swimming pool and garden. 
Modularfloor cushions are used to 
create a comfortable interior space 
that reflects a harmonious blend of 
modern and traditional elements. 
Brass trays are used as tables for the 
floor seating and the Ajj;hani cO/pet 
adds colour and coherence to the 
overall composition. 

o 1 sm 
L.L.1.-.L.LJ 



West elevation 

r"'-.,------------·--- -- -- ---- +---

r,----- - ---l 
1.-=====11 
I 
1 

ir 
~ 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
L, 1 

I 
1 

First floor plan 

Ground floor plan 

AI-Mou'min Residence 

Rcd tilc 

Ground floor plan 
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South elevation (Entrance facade) 

AI-Adwani Residence 



A Note on the General 
Organisation of Space 
The traditional courtyard 
house has been discarded as a 
design alternative in most of 
Kuwait's modem villas. 
Today, the private villa is 
sited on a lot that varies in size 
between 500 square metres to 
1000 square metres. It is 
detached structure having no 
party walls except perhaps for 
the fence which always 
surrounds the garden around 
the house. Space can 
generally be divided into two 
broad categories: private and 
public. The private space 
comprises the bedrooms and 
bathrooms, a daily 
livingroom, a smalll kitchen 
and perhaps a small dining 
room and it is normally 
situated on the upper storey 
of the building. The lower 
storey public space consists 
orone or more guest 
livingrooms, and an "Arabic" 
room is occasionally 
included, a guest dining 
room, a guest washroom and 
sometimes a guest bedroom 
and bath. The main kitchen is 
rarely used by the housewife, 
as most households rely on 
cooks for meal preparation. 
Quite often the main kitchen 
is located close to the guest 
dining room area on the 

lower level, although at 
times, the kitchen is built as a 
detached structure outside the 
main residential building. 
Unlike the popular use of 
roofs for various social 
functions in the traditional 
buildings of Kuwait, the 
modem roofs no longer have 
a social function; they are 
merely used to house 
air-conditioning equipment, 
water storage tanks and often 
a laundry room. 

The diwan, or social 
gathering place for men, is 
still a desired space, although 
it is incorporated in only a 
few of to day's residential 
designs. Quite often, the 
diwan is built as an 
independent structure in the 
garden of the residence and 
more popular in use are those 
which exist independently on 
a separate land lot, detached 
and often not related in design 
to the dwelling. In such cases, 
each extended family would 
have its own diwan named 
after it. The diwans vary in 
size and spatial configuration 
although they are almost 
always on one level. The 
larger ones have several 
livingrooms, a dining area, a 
kitchen and guest 
accommodations. Moreover, 
as most families rely on 

72 

Hamad AI-Bahar's 
Residence 
The Oriental room, a typical 
il/terior space seen in many of 
Kuwait's modem residences. This 
particular room opens into a 
reception hall that has been 
jilrnished in a European, (mostly 
French) style. 

The wall panelling in wood, 
the seating and the upholstery are 
all locally made. The lmge bmss 
trays used as tables are ~fPakistmli 
origin. Antique Persian l14i?S are 
lIsed both on the.floor, over the 
jitted carpet, and on the wall, over 
the wood panelling to accenWate the 
Oriental composition. 

servants for various 
household services, servants 
quarters are always 
incorporated in the design. 
They are usually built as 
independent units in one 
comer of the garden. 

Unlike the plethora of 
exterior architectural styles and 
motifs, domestic space 
organisation does not vary 
significantly from one house to 
another. The basic space 
functions and their relation to 
one another (already discussed), 
are usually present in similar 
forms. Some of the recent 
plans, however, incorporate a 
courtyard design and a few of 
the residences are designed as 
one storey buildings. Finally, it 
is significant to note that 
interior eclectism is more 
apparent in the furniture and 
furnishings rather than in the 
spaces themselves. 

Modem, ultra modem, 
high tech, French of various 
periods, other European, Far 
Eastern, Arabic, Bedouin and 
other styles can all be seen, 
and a variety is often present 
in a single residence where 
each living space is of a 
different style. 

A Note on Structure and 
Materials 
Most of Kuwait's modem 

Huda H. AI-Bahar is a Kuwaiti 
architect who has been educated in 
the u.s. She works at the Kuwait 
Institute Jor Scientific Research and 
is presently involved in doctoml 
research at the Bartlett School oj 
Architecture, London University. 

residential architecture is 
constructed primarily of a 
reinforced concrete structure, 
utilising flab slabs for floors 
and roofs and concrete blocks 
for walls and partitions. The 
exterior is either plastered or 
often veneered with brick or 
stone (be it marble, 
travertine, sandstone or 
limestone) or various 
configurations and textures of 
precast or cast in place 
concrete veneer elements. 

The brick commonly used 
is produced in Kuwait 
whereas stone is always 
imported commonly from 
Jordan, Lebanon, 
Saudi Arabia, Greece and 
Italy. Wood is scarcely used 
except for some interior 
spaces, doors, window 
shutters and quite 
infrequently window frames. 
This has been due to its 
expense and the severe 
warping that it undergoes in 
the harsh Kuwaiti climate. 

Roofs are frequently flat 
although different forms of 
pitched and tiled roofs are 
becoming increasingly 
popular. Windows are almost 
always of aluminium frame, 
whether rectangular, arched 
or circular in nature, and 
most are manufactured 
locally. 


