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Building in the Persian Gulf
NADER ARDALAN

M
y four decades of professional and academic life have been, more or less, equally spent

in three geographic-cultural zones of concentration: Iran, North America and the Per-
sian Gulf States, with project excursions, of course, to the Far East, Central and West-

ern Europe and North Africa.

With regard to the seminar theme of “Architecture for Changing Societies”, I shall illustrate my

contribution with a brief series of case studies and findings on this topic from the years of my

most recent works in the Persian Gulf States of Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, Qatar and the United

Arab Emirates.

The specific focus will be the subject of ‘identity’ – with the sub topics of unity within the diver-
sity of image identities that our clients and users of the projects have sought through us, as their self-
expressions and their most cherished visions for their future. In this latter context, we have been the

passive receivers of their hopes and dreams.

Ever since the research and publication of a seminal work that I co-authored, entitled The Sense of
Unity (1973), which interestingly enough has just recently been published in its Farsi translation

and sponsored by the Municipality of Tehran, my design work has been structured upon the key

principles of functional purpose, environmental adaptation and cultural relevance.

Functional purpose relates to the project use and its functional and measurable needs. It also in-
cludes project feasibility as related to time, economics, implementation, maintenance and oper-
ation of the buildings produced. Often architects and clients are satisfied with these criteria of de-
sign alone, but this would lack context and the quality of a ‘soul’ for the architecture.

Environmental adaptation is dedication to sustainable design principles. These principles provoke

the correct bio-climatic orientation of building forms in space with respect to sun, wind, terrain

and view. They generate optimum site planning strategies with an emphasis on adaptive land-
scaping and interior architectural strategies are inspired that support a ‘green’, energy-efficient

architecture. The dramatic and innovative use of technology and construction materials to achieve

energy-efficient designs complement and complete these criteria of design.
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regional image and environment to a city that had in the 1960s and 1970s completely demolished

almost all of its traditional urban fabric of courtyard houses.

After a survey of the old souk of Kuwait, which is one of the few traditional urban environments

remaining in Kuwait, and a historical-visual site analysis of the 2.7-kilometre waterfront site, we

designed a 76,000 square-metre shopping mall in the form of a great souk or bazaar, a fish market

and boat harbour by the sea.

Much of the indigenous architecture of Kuwait and other emirates has been historically influenced

by their Iranian neighbours across the Gulf in Bandar-e Bushehr, Bandar Lengeh and other Per-
sian ports. Another contributing factor has been that Iranian architects and masons were used in

designing and building many of their landmark historic buildings. Thus it was natural that we

developed our design on traditional Persian Gulf forms based upon the linear order of a compact

bazaar with gateways, badgirs (which integrated contemporary heating, ventilation and air condi-
tioning systems in their form), and constructed the whole ensemble in buff, brick and stone cladding

to a reinforced concrete structure. This bazaar, or souk, form was set upon a man-made island

dredged from the Gulf waters that helped create boat harbours for both the fishing fleet of Kuwait

and public pleasure boating. The Souk al-Sharq waterfront project has become a socially lively

and economically successful place for Kuwait with a distinctive traditional regional image. Archi-
tectural Review published the work in their spring 2000 edition on the Middle East.

Other traditional image projects have included the Kuwait Sheraton Diamond Ballroom. The

ceiling design was based upon the geometric diminution of the square root of two rotations, while

the great carpet was based upon the pattern of the famous ‘Ardabil’ carpet in the Victoria and Al-
bert Museum in London, which was transformed by computer stylisation.

Finally a series of buff, brick residential courtyard houses and apartments have been designed and

built in Kuwait that have been traditionally inspired, yet some have even reached heights of twen-
ty storeys.

The lessons from the above case studies demonstrate that both senior municipal clients, major real

estate developers and private home owners have genuine tendencies to seek a traditional, historic

image identity for their building designs. Yet these forms and images do not just simply replicate

past styles, rather they exhibit a high level of sophistication in researching the spirit of regional

forms for their valuable lessons in environmentally adaptive design and perennial culturally vital

symbols.

Cultural relevance is the accommodation of indigenous socio-cultural patterns and the human

condition in architecture. It concerns the correct integration and exaltation of the signs and sym-
bols of specific cultural identity re-affirmations of society that have accrued through the ages. Fi-
nally it touches the immeasurable, higher quests of self-actualisation, based upon the most pro-
found archetypal perceptions of that society and the cultural intellectual paradigms of the times.

In many ways, Charles Jencks was addressing this aspect of design when he spoke of the “new

paradigm in architecture”, with particular reference to his concept of the “enigmatic signifier”.

THE DIVERSITY OF IMAGE IDENTITY

We have observed two polar tendencies with regard to image identity that have most influenced the

design and character of our projects in the Persian Gulf states over the last decade or so. At one

extreme there are those clients who seek traditional images and environments, while at the other

there are those who seek a totally international image. Naturally, in between the two a wide range

exists, but at their fulcrum there has been the opportunity to explore the new integration – the

“Khalq-i Jadid” or the New Creation, which is a sensitive and balanced fusion of the two polar

dimensions.

TRADITIONAL / REGIONAL IDENTITY

I first researched and design explored the traditions in the architecture of the Middle East in Iran

in the late 1960s and 1970s. Examples of this work are the Iran Centre for Management Studies

with Harvard University built in 1972, which today is named Imam Sadegh University (pl. 26).

It was based upon the concept of the classic Persian Garden, such as the Bagh-i-Fin in Kashan

and the madrasa courtyard plan. Built in simple load-bearing brick, the project inspired other Iran-
ian colleagues of that time to also explore the traditional regional vocabulary of signs, symbols,

metaphors and construction methods of post tenth-century Seljuk brick architecture. 

With regard to the Persian Gulf and the Arabian Peninsula, I first became familiar with this re-
gion as a result of a commission in the early 1970s to document, research and write the completion

report of the new Masjid-i-Haram and the history of the Holy Kaaba in Mecca. This book was

published by the Ministry of Finance of Saudi Arabia. This experience left a profound impact.

My understanding of Persian Gulf architecture has been greatly enhanced since moving to Kuwait

in 1994 to direct the design of KEO International, a 500 staff multi-disciplinary firm with branch

offices in Qatar, the UAE, Lebanon and Washington DC.

A case in point is the Souk al-Sharq on the waterfront of Kuwait completed by us in 1998 (pl.

62). The former Mayor of Kuwait asked for this major downtown waterfront project to provide a
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The first is the Oil Company headquarters for the ADMA-OPCO and ADGAS companies that was

completed in 1995 on the corniche of Abu Dhabi, UAE. This project was won in a world design

competition in 1990 while design partner of another firm in Boston, and in joint venture with Ove

Arup and Partners.

The design sought a ‘timeless grace’ for the architecture for one of the institutions of this country.

Both artistically and authoritatively it reinterpreted the traditions of this ancient land, drawing on

its inexhaustible fountainhead of archetypal imagery, metaphors and symbols to preserve a cumu-
lative memory for the future. Yet it is thoroughly modern, incorporating state-of-the-art building

systems, efficient and flexible office planning strategies and one of the world’s tallest vertical gar-
dens protected by a twenty-storey clear glass atrium facing north towards the Persian Gulf waters.

Before the design ever began, the design team researched the archaeological history of the UAE, vis-
ited the ethnographic museums of the country and recorded the cultural artefacts of the place for

indigenous patterns and forms. We researched the regional system of irrigation of the date palm

oasis that characterises the country and interviewed the users to understand their cultural and so-
cial patterns of space usage and daily activities. The culmination of these research studies provid-
ed the design and client team with a sense of a ‘higher’ purpose in the conception and construction

of the headquarters.

In another, more recent invited international design competition for the Information Technology

College of the UAE University in Al Ain, our entry was awarded first prize. The project is about

to commence construction. Charles Jencks has written: “This dynamic world view, just dawning,

asks us to consider the idea that the Universe is a single, unfolding self-organising event, something

more biological and anatomical than machine, something radically interconnected and creative, an

entity that jumps suddenly to higher levels of organisation and order that delights us as it does so.”

A new architectural paradigm has emerged to meet the innovative challenges of the IT College

programme and the more generalised new consciousness that characterises the third millennium

we have just entered.

This reaffirmation of order in the universe and the interconnectedness of all existence is an eternal

message of faith and a vital new inspiration wishing to be expressed in architecture, especially in

Islamic cultures so rooted in faith and with such an illustrious architectural heritage.

Translating this vision into architecture presents some difficulties, but that has always been the chal-
lenge at such historic thresholds. The choice of an appropriate visual model or paradigm to repre-
sent the new global, scientific, philosophic, or spiritual consciousness can however be metamorphic.

This climatically and culturally sensitive design approach has motivated other noted architects such

as Hassan Fathy, Abdul Wahed El-Wakil in Egypt, Mohammed Makiya in Iraq, Mazhur Islam

in Bangladesh and Kamran Diba in Iran.

CONTEMPORARY INTERNATIONAL IDENTITY

What could be more international and high-tech than a car showroom for Mercedes Benz? Multi-
national companies and global enterprises often come with their own branding and image iden-
tity that is paramount for their international marketing continuity. 

In the case related to the new Mercedes Benz showroom in Kuwait, we were actually inspired by

the three pointed star of the Benz logo, which formed the structural steel expression of the main

circular roof of the project (pl. 58). This innovative design concept had not previously been used

in any Mercedes showroom, yet clearly worked within the framework of the branding concept of

this corporation and the corner site selected for the project location.

The epitome of the international image quest came in the shape of a forty-storey office tower that

we were commissioned to design for the Al Shaya Group in Kuwait. The programme brief asked

for a state-of-the-art speculative office building that was ‘IT smart’ with a raised floor design, and

fully flexible to accommodate an international business centre. The Nautilus, as we named the pro-
ject design, was once again inspired by the proximity of the project to the Persian Gulf and the

needs of correct adaptive environmental design and the functional necessities of a modern office

tower.

The lessons here are that globalisation carries with it international images. These images deal with

market forces of product branding, high-tech building systems and materials and a modern iden-
tity, in which the priorities of decision making place a higher value on functional purpose, techni-
cal innovation and climatic adaptation than on regional cultural relevance. For these reasons they

appear as dynamic aberrations in the context of their Persian Gulf context. They pose as many

questions as they provide solutions. Yet they are the problematic precursors of the inevitable change

that is sweeping the region.

Are they the new architectural paradigms or only intermediary ones, leading to yet new, more cul-
turally and environmentally more relevant solutions of greater and longer duration of both social

and aesthetic value?

NEW INTEGRATION

In my own personal search for more meaningful holistic designs that can lead to more relevant and

innovative architectural paradigms for the Persian Gulf, three projects come to the forefront.
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Demographically, too, the Persian Gulf states are very diverse in the proportion of nationals to ex-
patriates (as non-citizens are referred to). Dubai is said to have less than twenty percent nationals

resident in the city, while Bahrain is in the vast majority composed of national citizens. This de-
mographic diversity also has an impact on the issue of cultural identity. For instance, in Dubai,

some architects have asked: “Whose identity are we going to address? Will it be that of the minor-
ity nationals or of the vast majority of internationals?” And the cityscape shows this diversity very

graphically.

These are civilisations in transition and we, as architects, build the containers for these social group-
ings that are transforming. Within this context, it is becoming more important than ever that archi-
tects think about their work in view of its ethical ramifications. In addition to meeting the indi-
vidual client’s desires, we must protect the public’s health, safety and welfare and truly serve the

higher values of society. This service to society requires that in whatever we do, the first rule must

be to protect the environment and design sustainable architecture. The identity issue related to cul-
tural-social relevance will require a great diversity of expression accommodating and reflecting this

social diversity. Thus the architect in such societies of dynamic change needs to be deeply know-
ledgeable of a wide range of architectural expressions, yet possessing an inner core vision of pro-
found meanings to guide his decision making.

However, regardless of the identity image issue, the architect needs to be courageous and innova-
tive enough to cultivate the Aristotelian ‘golden mean’, to find the perfect balance between the past

and the aspirations towards the future. In this quest the world of archetypal paradigms, the peren-
nial metaphors of civilisations can be a guiding light. Louis Kahn said in Isfahan in 1970: “Trad-
itions are as golden dust falling in space. If one but had the possibility of grasping this golden dust,

we would possess the powers of anticipation of the future.”

For projects by Nader Ardalan, the reader is referred to pls. 26 and 58-64.

There are different models, which have been proposed by leading thinkers that lend themselves to

appropriate interpretation. For instance, the model can be set out with a geometric order, in the

form of a flower, a rotating spiral, as fractals, waves or billowing clouds. The visual impulse is to-
wards a dynamic unfolding image that has a sense of inherent order and transcendence.

Micro inspection of the functional necessity of an IT centre in Al Ain complements this macro

view of paradigm form selection. Research has shown that its guest form is to be compact around

a central core, transparent and sustainable.

The cumulative micro/macro resolution proposed as the optimum form of the IT College then

emerged as a compact elliptical volume, shaped as a rotating spiral set on the site with a solar orien-
tation of its long axis tilted slightly to the south-east, traversed by an east-west circulation axis that

related it directly to its university context of buildings and the gender separated movement systems.

The last project in this series of the new integration theme is the Al Ain Diwan which shall serve

as the new Governor’s headquarters for this garden city in the UAE (pl. 60). The design vision es-
tablished the theme of a dialogue between the ‘ruler and the community’. It was agreed with the

client that this sense of a place of dialogue could be most effectively accomplished through the peri-
odic recapitulation of the essential mythologies of the community. The noted cultural anthropol-
ogist, Joseph Campbell, wrote: “Myths are so intimately bound to culture, time and place that un-
less symbols and metaphors are kept alive by constant recreation through the arts (and architec-
ture), life just slips away from them”.

It was decided that the Diwan was to be the place where these mythologies and epic fables could

be discreetly and elegantly displayed in the very form of the building, in its plan and in the visual

images of the main spaces, plus the very materials from which the building and space are made.

CONCLUDING OBSERVATIONS

Just walking down a street in downtown Kuwait or any of the Persian Gulf city states, one is

amazed by the variety of the modes of attire of the populace. There are traditional women covered

completely in black from head to toe, with full cover black veils and gloves, even in the heat of sum-
mer. Accompanying them and walking a few steps ahead may be men whose tendencies to extreme

traditionalist belief is revealed by the length of their dishdash, the cut and the length of their beards

and the particularities or lack of an aghl.

Contrasting in their mode of attire to the above, on the very same street, are also local citizens in to-
tally western garb, women with flowing, coiffured hair driving the latest model cars with one hand

on the wheel and the other holding fast to a mobile phone.
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