
SAUDI ARABIA- KING SAUD UNIVERSITY 

Project Data 
Location: Northwest of Riyadh, Saudi Arabia. 
Client: King Saud University. 
Architect: HOK + 4 Consortium 
Consortium Members: 
Hellmuth, Obata & Kassabaum, Inc. 
(architects) St. Louis, Missouri, USA. 
Gollins Melvin Ward Partnership (architects) 
London, England. 
Syska & Hennessy, Inc. (mechanical engineers) 
New York, New York, USA. 
Dames & Moore (geotechnical engineers) 
Parkridge, Illinois, USA. 
Caudill Rowlett Scott (structural/civil 
engineers) Houston, Texas, USA. 

Consultants: ALTA Consulting Services, Inc. 
(audio/visual) Bellevue, Washington, USA. 
Crawford, Bunte, Brammeier (traffic) 
St. Louis, Missouri , USA. 
Flambert and Flambert (food service) San 
Francisco, Califomia, USA. 
Hunting Surveys, Ltd. (topogtaphical surveys) 
Hertfordshire, England. 
RolfH. Jensen & Associates, Inc. (building & 
fire safety codes) Deerfield, Illinois, USA. 
Dr David Kaser (library) Bloomington, 
Indiana, USA. 
Rohan Art Associates (artwork) Paris, France. 
Sheila Hicks, tapestries. 
Daniel Graffin, sculpture. 
Dr Harry R. Snyder (educational) Tucson, 
Arizona, USA. 
Paul S. Veneklason & Associates (acoustics) 
Santa Monica, Califomia, USA. 
Earl L. Walls Associates ~aboratory) La Jolla, 
Califomia, USA. 

Site Area: 9 sq.krn. 
Built Area: 600,000 sq.m. 
Floor Area: 224,000 sq.m. 
Cost per sq.m.: US$3,800 persq.m . 
Total cost: US$4,000,000,000. 
Inception: 1975. 
Completion: 1984. 

Text by the architects, Hok. 

1. The campus administration building, showing the 
deep set windows to minimize the glare if the sun. 
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RIYADH 

T he King Saud University occupies a 
nine square kilometre site in the 
desert, north of Riyadh. Approxi
mately two thirds of the site is a hilly 

area varying up to 30 metres in elevation. 
Sharply incised wadis drain this area towards the 
eastern boundary of the site. The western edge 
of these hills forms a low ridge, creating a promi
nent land feature when viewed from the Sal
bouk-Riyadh road. The academic area of the 
university is situated on the remaining one third 
of the site, which is relatively flat. 

The original master plan for the campus was 
completed by Dr Calr Schwanzer in 1974. His 
plan and the very comprehensive report which 
accompanied it, drew heavily on the report 
prepared by Ove Arup and Partners, which 
tabulated relevant physical site data and 
recommended various development standards. 

HOK + 4 was directed by the University to 
follow the Schwanzer master plan in laying out 
the campus. However, owner-initiated pro
gramme changes and changes ofland use to areas 
surrounding the campus dictated that modifi
cations be made to the original Schwanzer plan. 
For example, the Doxiados plan for the city of 
Riyadh, which had partially dictated the cam
pus street plan, was abandoned. This enabled a 
more efficient campus loop road system to be 
established. Many new facilities, not known at 
the time the Schwanzer plan was completed, 
were added to the campus, the locations of some 
buildings were changed and the size of most 
buildings was increased. 

Because of such changes and new develop
ments affecting the layout of the campus, 
HOK + 4 provided a new master plan and new 
land use plan for the University. However, the 
placement .of facilities remained faithful to the 
original plan. 

Research into the traditional 'Najd' architec
ture of Central Arabia guided the architects' 
choice in the organization and design of campus 
structures. Studies of older buildings in various 
cities of the region revealed several common 

characteristics. Buildings are compactly 
grouped to allow each building and the walk
ways in between to benefit from the shade of the 
neighbouring structures. Building materials are 
of a consistent warm beige tone and roofS are 
flat, often featuring a series of terraces. Windows 
are generally small to control the harsh sunlight. 
The overall design indicates attention to the 
interplay of light and shadow. The King Saud 
University is intended to be a contemporary 
expression of the massing and detailing of this 
indigenous architecture. 

Because of the extremely short construction 
schedule for this vast building proj ect, H 0 K + 4 
developed a standardized precast concrete 
building system which meets individual 
requirements and functions, and is capable of 
speedy erection. Planning of the building 
complex is based upon two primary tenets: 1. 
buildings are designed around an efficient 
pedestrian movement system with all academic 
areas placed within walking distance of one and 
a half kilometres; 2. structures are planned for 
maximum flexibility and expansibility within 
the parameters of a standardized precast 
concrete building system. 

The academic buildings are grouped com
pactly and interconnected by a system of circu
lation 'spines'. Located at the core is a central 
Forum, around which are grouped the library, 
auditoria, university centre and administration 
building. The space beneath it (connected to the 
ground level of the administration building) is 
developed as the Computer Centre for the 
campus. 

The covered circulation spines organize 
the remaining academic buildings into three 
primary areas: the colleges of arts , education, 
and administrative sciences are located along 
the western spine; science, engineering, and 
agriculture are situated along the northern spine; 
and pharmacy and dentistry are located on the 
southern spine, which connects to the Faculty 
of Medicine (completed under a separate 
contract). Each of these areas can expand 



within the perimeter of the primary campus 
roadway system. 

Enclosed pedestrian malls, smaller in scale 
than the major spines, connect the facilities 
within each college. This system of intercon
nected spines and college malls is the primary 
pedestrian 'street' on the first level and functions 
as a serviceway for utility mains on the ground 
level. By locating the pedestrian circulation 
system on the first level, and limiting college 
buildings to three storeys in height, stairways 
become practical for vertical movement, with 
elevators used to supplement them. 

The major building material for walls, 
columns and canopies is precast concrete of a 
warm, light brown tone, with a local wadi 
aggregate. The buildings present varied and 
interesting fac;ades and are planned for maxi
mum shading of interior and exterior spaces. 

The spines are designed as wide, spacious 
arcades, roofed by graceful, arched canopies 
(also constructed of precast concrete), and 
detailed by overhead pyramidal skylights. 
Throughout the academic areas, a structural 
module of 9.6 square metres was used. Each 
facility accommodates individual programme 
requirements within the following systematic 
design parameters: a precast concrete structural 
system; modular precast concrete exterior wall 
panels; standardized 'core' and mechanical 
system layouts; and repetitive classroom, office 
and laboratory sizes and configurations. Interior 
partitions, lighting and mechanical/electrical 
systems were designed for complete flexibility 
in layout and arrangement. The resulting build
ing design produces a high degree of adaptability 
to accommodate changing functions and 
requirements. 

The design was carefully conceived to pro
mote an appropriate feeling of scale and identifi
cation for the students. Academic buildings are 
compactly grouped, both horizontally and 
vertically. All college buildings are three storeys 
in height, with the circulation system of spines 
and malls placed at level one. All classrooms, 
teaching laboratories and student-centred 
facilities are on level one, with faculty offices, 
research laboratories and support facilities 
placed on the floors above and below. 

Each of the eight colleges is a distinct unit, 
with academic facilities grouped along an 
enclosed air-conditioned mall, similar to a 
shopping mall. The malls range in length 
from 77 metres to 298 metres, according to 

departmental requirements, and are planned 
for incremental expansion. The design of each 
college promotes a sense of richness and variety 
within the uniform campus building system. 

The intersection of the college mall and the 
circulation spine is developed as a formal 
entrance, marking the college as a distinct 
community. The design of the formal entrance 
introduces variety and college identity within a 
specified scheme of plantings, fountains, street 
furniture, colours and rich geometric paving 
patterns, executed in grooved terrazzo tile from 
the Kingdom. 

Within each college, enclosed and open 

PROJECTS : UNIVERSITIES 

2. The forum, the centre of the campus, which serves 
as agatheringplace. It includes a caflJountains and 
interior landscaping . It is surrounded by four 
buildings: the administration building, the library, the 
student union and the auditorium building. 

3. Arched, open-air spines connect all campus 
buildings, providing shade during the hot summer 
months. They all have skylights and terrazo floors 
and are made of precast concrete. 

4. Part of the spine system. 

5. One of the enclosed, air-conditioned college malls 
that link different areas of the colleges. 
(Photo: Bill Wilcox.) 

6. Spine going past the College of Agriculture. 

7. A spine showing the skylights. 
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public spaces are developed to enhance the sense 
of a unique intellectual community. The 
air- conditioned malls, which continue the 
coloured precast terrazzo paving of the spines, 
are the college streets. Landscaped gardens and 
courtyards for each college create pleasant 
enclaves of greenery, shade and fountains, 
identified by the geometric pattern and colour 
assigned to each college. The gardens and CO!.lrt
yards incorporate snack bars with pleasant out
door seating. The malls and gardens are of 
particular importance in fostering college ident
ity, a concept which has its antecedents in the 
traditional gardens of the former University of 
Riyadh. 

The central campus buildings - university 
centre, administration building, auditoria and 
library - depart in scale from the colleges. Each 
is designed individually to meet functional and 
aesthetic requirements. 

The four buildings focus on the forum, a 
grand, enclosed space more than seven storeys in 
height with a floor area of7,500 square metres. 
The forum is the very heart of the campus -
a richly detailed and harmonious communal 
area with dining terraces, trees, magnificent 
fountains and elegant paved mosaics of granite 
from the Kingdom. 
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8. The atrium in the library. The bird sculpture is by 
Daniel Grcifjin and textile artist Shelia Hicks. 

9. An inner courtyard in one of the colleges. 
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Top: The campus plan with the forum in the very 
centre . 

Above: A spine (cross-hatched area) showing 
entrances to the college leading offit, and enclosed 
malls running through the buildings . 

Left: Plan oftheforum and buildings surrounding it . 
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A Personal View by Abdulla Bokhari 
King Saud University is an example of a campus 
isolated from the rest of the community. Just by 
looking at the mega-structures and wandering 
around the campus, one can imagine the 
immense complexity of the design programme 
which the architects had to decipher. Yet the 
entire university was built almost in one 
uninterrupted stroke, allowing for little, if any, 
feedback and adjustment or adaption. 

The ability of the architects to create such a 
complex but unified and impressive architec
tural form, implementing a highly sophisticated 
and successful building system, must be 
admired. It is clear that the architects paid great 
attention trying to assuage the immensity and 
intricacy of the task by creating unity and 
homogeneity along the exterior fa<;ades of the 
various building components of the campus. 
Such an attempt, although successful to a great 
extent, entailed a number of compromises on 
the interior, some of them severely felt. 

From the observer's point of view, the cam
pus appears overwhelmingly dominant in scale, 
vertically as well as horizontally. Indeed, it 
unleashes an initial response close to intimi
dation. Such a feeling is intensified by the 
incognito main entrance, which the visitor is 
left to discover. 

From the user's point of view, a great deal of 
care was devoted to the selection of durable and 
easily maintained building and finishing 
materials. 

There seems to be a general consensus, 
especially amongst affiliates of tne College of 
Architecture, that while the architects 
succeeded in responding to conceptual and 

10. Aerial view of the campus. 

11. Courtyard in front of one of the colleges. 

PROJECTS: UNIVERSITIES 

formalistic requirements, they compromised on 
a number offunctional considerations. 

Whereas the central pedestrian spine is 
supposed to act as a strong organizing element, 
facilitating both circulation and social interac
tion, it is treated more as a connector than an 
architectural space, resulting in tedious internal 
circulation and walking distances are excessive. 

The design of any educational institution 
should always promote a faculty/student inter
active relationship outside the lecture rooms. In 
my view, the architects did not sufficiently 
provide for this important aspect of the learning 
process outside the parameter of each college; 
there are very few places that encourage student/ 
faculty interaction. Similarly, student lounges 
and cafes within the individual colleges are too 
small, accommodating only a small number of 
students which does not invite purposeful social 
meetings and intellectual dialogue. 

By contrast, the congregational hall which 
encompasses the main cafeteria is prodigiously 
proportioned with a very high ceiling and cold 
materials which overwhelm. But for that very 
reason the main hall is far from being a place 
for relaxation or for social and intellectual 
gatherings. Noise from the enormous fountain 
Oocated in the centre of the main hall), from the 
air-conditioning machines and from the large 
number of students using the hall at any given 
time, is intensified by a disturbing echo from the 
marble and glass surfaces in the hall. 

The application of the concept of open courts 
or patios is germane for the hot and arid climate 
of the city of Riyadh. Traditionally, such inner 
courts were used primarily to sustain privacy, to 
filter and modify the bright daylight and to 
provide the interior with good ventilation and 
comfort. The designers applied the same 
concept in a series of open-air courts and patios, 
placed in different places along the campus. 
Ironically, these open-air courts are not fully 
utilized, and their traditional functions are not 
advantageously exploited. It is hard to under
stand, for example, why all offices and studios 
overlooking these courts have very narrow or 
high small openings towards the courts, or why 
the open-air courts seem inaccessible and not 
properly landscaped. Indeed, there is generally a 
strong reliance on artificial environment. I am 
reminded of a beautiful painting hung on the 
wall but always covered with a piece of cloth for 
protection. It is untenable that a large percent
age of principal spaces, such as offices, lecture 
rooms and corridors are almost totally depen
dent on artificial lighting when there is such an 
abundance of natural light, patios and inner 
courts. 

There are a few more inconveniences that 
the users of this campus experience on a daily 
basis. The gargantuan mosque, for example, is 
underutilized probably because of its remote 
location in relation to many colleges. Students, 
who have little time between classes, find it 
difficult to oscillate between the mosque and 
lecture halls; they prefer to pray in smaller prayer 
areas located within, or in the vicinity of their 
colleges. A better solution might have been 
to place the mosque and the main library in a 
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central location, easily accessible from any part 
of the campus. 

The parking areas are relegated to remote 
locations around the campus and no shaded 
parking is provided. Considering the sweltering 
climate of Riyadh during most of the year, and 
the fact that the campus has very little shaded 
and planted green areas, one can imagine the 
severe punishment which car and driver have to 
endure. 

The architects of King Saud University were 
facing here a unique problem in planning and 
designing such a complex and gigantic campus 
from scratch, with little feedback. The design 
and construction of a truly integrated campus 
should be based on a process in which the users 
needs are thoroughly researched, and on a 
phased construction process which can also 
function as a learning process, as had been 
recommended by the initial master planner. As 
is often the case in the process of designing 
buildings, the end product tends to take 
precedence over the process and the function it 
was expected to fulfill . Dill 

Photographs by Robert Azzi, courtesy of 
HOK + 4, unless otherwise stated. 

Abdulla Bokhari is an architect/ urban designer with a 
practice, Archiplan, in Jedda. 
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SAUDI ARABIA: KING SAUD UNIVERSITY 

AL GASSIM CAMPUS 
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Project Data 
Location: Al-Gassim, 1 OOkn'1 north or Riyadh. 
Client: King Saud University. 
Architects: Kenzo Tange Associates, Tokyo. 
Contractors: Consortium: Conseco 
Intemational Ltd., UK, Krikor Baytarian and 
Somait Engineering (engineeling for master 
plan and full infrastructure design) . 
Site area: 775ha. 
Floor area: 1413,000 sq.m. 
Cost: £300 million 
Inception: Master plan approved in 1985 
Completion: 1993 
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Central oasis (administration). 
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T he new campus for King Saud 
University will consist of four 
faculty buildings, sports facilities, 
a new teaching hospital and a 

separate WOlTlen's college. The campus will 
also provide residential accommodation for 
25,000 students, teaching staff and their 
families. Kenzo Tange Associates were com
missioned to draw up the master plan, draft an 
academic plan and design the infrastructure. 

Architect's Statement 
When we visited the site of the university in 
1984, the first thing that caught our eyes £i'om 
the aeroplane were round-shaped green 
patches of various sizes scattered in the desert. 
These were the fruit of efforts to create 
agticwtural fields by pumping up ground 
water from several hundred metres below the 
ground using special irrigation techniques. 
The image of these beautiful gt:een fields 
became the basis of the master plan for the 
university. The vision was that of an oasis in 
the desert. 

Three 'oases' of educational and research 
tTcilities (one for male students, one for female 
students and one for a teaching hospital) are 
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Galleries of the male academic complex. 

Opposite: Model if the male academic complex, 
showincf? the central oasis and the four galleries 
extendingfrom it. (Photo: Osamu Murai, Tokyo.) 

planned in the south by the highway, while 
the north and west of the campus are devoted 
to staff residences. A recreation zone for 
common use has been designed between the 
academic zone in the south and the residential 
zone in the north. 

In the male student area, a round plaza of 
100 metres in diameter fonns the central 
point, while four galleries extend towards the 
periphery. The major roads £i'om this lead to 
different departments. The buildings of each 
department are designed to surround a central 
patio. Gallelies and semi-outdoor space 
contlibute to the ordCling of the campus. 

In the residential zone, housing units 
surrounding the patios are cOlmected by walk
ways reserved for pedestrians. The impression 
is one of a collection of carpets of arabesque 
patterns coveling the whole campus. [M) 


