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Tuwaiq Palace stands on a high limestone 

plateau that overlooks the palm-filled Wadi 

Hanifa at the edge of Riyadh. 



Frei  Otto;  Büro Happold and Omrania 

For its architectural qualities and its setting within a dramatic 

landscape, the idea of a soft fortification, its hard and soft spaces 

its combination of concrete, stone, tensile structures and 

landscaping. Although accessible to a limited public, its spatial 

organization and the differentiation between indoor and outdoor 

spaces works very well. One of its many merits is that the design 

relies on the interpretation of local formalism and relates it to a 

contemporary architectural language. In not trying to camouflage 
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its volume by 'crumbling' its form, the building has an inherent 

strength 





Tuwaiq Palace is the central cultural facility 

for the diplomatic quarter in Riyadh, an 

impressive area of foreign diplomatic 

missions developed on the northwest side 

of the city in the early 1980s. The building 

stands on a high limestone plateau that 

juts toward the palm-filled Wadi Hanifa 

and the expansive desert beyond, areas 

that form part of a natural desert reserve. 

The hot and arid climate of central Arabia 

and its violent sandstorms have had a 

distinct effect on the style of building in 

Riyadh. This history includes old 

fortresses - an old watchtower still stands 

at one edge of the plateau, from which the 

routes to old Riyadh were once guarded -

and tents, which were usually black and 

made of wool. The vernacular architecture 

ofthe region, called Najdi, includes mud 

walls and battered, curving towers with 

protected courtyards and apertures just 

large enough to admit daylight and air 

currents. 

When a limited design competition 

forTuwaiq Palace was organized in Spring 

1980, the environment and architectural 

heritage of central Arabia were key criteria, 

but a clear mandate also stated: 'Any form 

of revival style or copying traditional 

patterns and details in old or new material, 

thus creating false 'neo-Orientalism', 

will not be acceptable.' In other words, 

no obvious imitations of traditional 

architecture would be considered. The 

competition responses of Frei Otto of 

Germany and Omrania of Riyadh each 

attracted attention - Otto's for the use 

of tents and Omrania's for a terraced 

building that engaged the landscape. 

The overseeing Arriyadh Development 

Authority, guided primarily by Dr 

Muhammad bin Abdul-Aziz Al-Shaikh, 

asked the two firms to work together. The 

first task ofthe not always easy marriage 

was to make a detailed programming 

report with the help ofthe British 

engineering firm Büro Happold. 

A number of different design concepts 

were tried. Omrania worked out a terraced 

building with a courtyard. Otto worked 

A B O V E  The cultural and social facility is in 

the heart of the new diplomatic quarter of 

Riyadh, which today is composed of more 

than forty embassies, all built since the 

foreign diplomatic missions were moved 

from Jeddah beginning in 1983. 

O P P O S I T E  The sinuous, terraced walls 

ofthe building provide numerous vistas of 

the desert beyond and the manmade oasis 

contained at the centre of the winding form. 
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E L E V A T I O N S  

with irregular 'fingers' extruding from 

a core. When these were blended they 

made an irregular form that combined 

platforms, 'caves', or carved-out spaces 

and sinuous perimeter walls. This led to 

the notion of treating the whole building 

as a snaking, 8oo-metre-long wall that 

wrapped around and protected a green 

garden, or oasis. Large programmes such 

as the restaurant and swimming pool 

would be accommodated in giant tent 

structures fanning out from the wall. Thus 

the design began to touch on two local 

archetypes, the fortress and the tent, 

as well as incorporate the 'natural' 

phenomenon of the oasis. In their 

combination, these elements suggested 

a new building typology with a special 

relationship to its region. 
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O P P O S I T E  and R I G H T  After a design 

competition, the finalists were asked to 

work together to create a joint scheme. After 

extensive study, the tent structures of Frei 

Otto and Büro Happold were eventually 

married with the sinuous wall building 

proposed by Omrania. 

1 Reception 

2 Lounge 

3 Restaurant 

4 Banquet hall  

5 Guest accommodation 

6 Mult i-purpose hall  

7 Children's swimming pool 

8 Main swimming pool 



B E L O W  and R I G H T  Tuwaiq Palace is 

approached primarily by car. The main 

entrance is from within the courtyard. 

The reinforced concrete walls, which 

lean back slightly, are clad in Riyadh 

limestone block that is compatible with 

the desert colours. Visitors can stroll along 

the rooftop to enjoy views of the desert. 







A B O V E  and L E F T  The white Teflon-coated 

tents are supported by cables that are 

attached radially to the wall by fan-shaped 

steel masts. The tents are enclosed with 

glass walls that overlook the desert and 

the various outdoor sports facilities. 

At ground level the tent cables are 

supported by inclined hinged masts 

and tied to anchor blocks. 



B E L O W  and O P P O S I T E  Landscaping 

around the building echoes the rocky 

desert surroundings with plantings and 

rock walls. 

R I G H T  The blue tents that face the inner 

gardens are directly attached to the wall 

without support masts and are punctuated 

with fan-shaped skylights that cast sun 

and shadow on the interior walls. Outdoor 

sport facilities adjacent to the building 

complement the indoor sport facilities 

under the tents. 
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A B O V E  and L E F T  At one end ofTuwaiq 

Palace the sinuous wall wraps around 

and protects outdoor swimming pools. 

The introduction of landscaping and rock 

formations integrate the pool area with 

other site conditions, including the central 

garden and the rocky plateau on which 

the building stands. In the background, 

a blue tent protects a courtyard entrance 

to the facility. 
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T H E S E  P A C E S  The panoramic windows 

in the lounge and restaurant visually 

connect the interior and the exterior. The 

dramatic fan-shaped structural system 

that holds the white tents to the wall is left 

exposed. The tents recall the life of the 

desert nomad, but the glass walls that 

enclose them are contemporary features 

that allow for cool air-conditioned spaces. 

The winding plan ofTuwaiq Palace 

contains a variety of programmes, 

including sports facilities such as squash 

courts and guest rooms for overnight 

visitors. In section, the architects tried 

to bring the idea of the limestone strata 

into the interior spaces, the walls of which 

noticeably lean inwards. The exterior 

stone-clad walls and their enfolded shapes 

wrap around a courtyard oasis that is 

deliberately made not visible from the 

outside, as it would contradict the stark 

desert setting. The fan shapes of the three 

white Teflon tents 'pitched' on the exterior 

walls pick up on the curves and slopes 

of the setting, while providing sheltered 

views of the desert for those inside. 

In the courtyard, blue, fish-scale tents 

punctuated with skylights shade the 

building's entrances. Contrast and change 

are the basic principles of the scheme, 

buta unified whole is maintained by the 

consistent use of materials and by the 

subtle control of the building's mass. 





A B O V E  and L E F T  A mast-supported tent 

provides a colourful oasis at the heart of the 

green garden that Tuwaiq Palace enfolds. 

From a distance, Tuwaiq Palace 

appears to be a ruined fort surrounded 

by an encampment. The white tents are 

almost luminous and effectively contrast 

with the stonewalls. In working with such 

complex geometries, the designers ran 

the risk of awkward joints between many 

elements and failed to work out an 

entirely consistent grammar of detail 

for the building. Nonetheless, intriguing 

grottoes and walkways provide ever-

changing vistas and moods, in a balanced 

combination of formality and fun. 

Much Saudi development in the 

1980s consisted of a slavish and glossy 

imitation of Western building models. 

Tuwaiq Palace is a bold departure from 

this trend, touching instead upon easily 

understood signals from past desert 

civilizations: tents, walls, oases, 

fortifications and so forth. This 

reinterpretation is a daring 

confrontation with and successful 

marriage of tradition and high tech. 


