
BAHRAIN: THE ARABIAN GULF 

Project Data 
Architects: Sheppard Robson and Partners, 
Atkins Sheppard Fidler International, YRM 
International, Kenzo Tange + UR TEe. 
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Client: Arab Bureau of Education for the 
Gulf States. 
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Text by Alan Forster 

1. Tange's buildings are the focal point ojthe 
complex. 

2. A meandering boundary wall rises from the earth 
camouflaged to the point of transparency. 
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UNIVERSITY 

T he Arabian Gulf University is a 
joint venture between the six 
Gulf Co-operation Council 
members (Bahrain, Kuwait, 

Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia and UAE) and 
Iraq. It aims to strengthen co-operation 
between these countries and to reinforce their 
efforts in the field of development, higher 
education and research. 

The university is the seed-bed for a new 
generation of academic achievement. In 
August 1982, following acceptance of a mas
ter plan by Sheppard Robson and Partners, 
international consultants were selected to 
carry out the design of the major components. 
Atkins Sheppard Fidler International were 
chosen for the infrastructure and landscape; 
YRM International for the residences and 
Kenzo Tange Associates for the academic 
sector. 

The foundation stone was laid in 1984 and 
the ftrst doctors graduated from the univer
sity's school of medicine in 1989. 

Kenzo Tange's buildings form the heart 
and focal point of the complex. They are a 
testimony to his 45 years as a practising 
architect, writer and tutor. 

Like many other of his universities and 
large scale projects, this one allows for change 
- nowadays a fairly standard client require
ment. The roots of his solution go back to his 
association with the Japanese 'metabolists'. 
Tange produced designs for megastructures 
that could accommodate different rates of 
metabolic change, such as in the Tokyo Bay 
Plan 1960. 

This was followed by work that was a built 
realization of Archigram's theoretical visions 
(Plus-in-City 1964) - The Yamanashi Press & 
Radio Centre 1967 and the Theme Pavilion 
at Expo '70. This philosophy of regeneration, 
growth and transformation coupled with a 
clear structural order, is also manifested in 
Tange's current work. 

The university is located 27 kilometres 
south of the commercial city centre of 
Manama. The site is remote and in a landscape 
of sand and rock. 

From afar, the campus appears as a cluster of 
forms like a ship at sea. The site boundary wall 
is constructed of the local crustaceous lime
stone. It snakes along the contours in an 
organic response to the immediate terrain. A 
sensuous whiplash of rock defmes the owner
ship ofland and keeps roaming herds of camels 
and goats from feasting on the new planting. 

This part of Bahrain is very barren, though 
it was once known as 'the land of a million 
palm trees', which flourished as a result of 
the abundant freshwater springs. Sadly, the 
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demand upon this supply has caused increased 
salinity and the demise of the palm groves. 

It is, therefore, a wonderful welcome on 
entering the site, to be greeted by a shock of 
vegetation bordering the sweeping approach 
road; each plant in prepared soil and individu
ally irrigated to create a lush oasis. A system of 
recycling effluent ensures that the plants are 
watered by the university community - a true 
'green' policy. 

The approach is designed to gradually 
reveal Kenzo Tange's academic complex, 
which stands at the high point, as an oasis of 
leaming. 

The plan is based on a dual axis linking 
general functions together. Two north-south 
colonnades sandwich general facilities such as 
the library and gymnasium. Tange has used 
these shaded cloisters as organic systems of 
communication and likens them to streets and 
squares that make up urban space. The streets 
encourage student interaction, which is 
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3. Shaded streets create a cloistered walkway. 

4. The barrel-vaulted rocif over circulation spaces is 
extruded to Jonn part cif the elevation, 

5, 6. The Jonnal arrangement cifteaching wings is 
terminated by a scattering cifsculptural elements. 

7. Dramatic ifJects are produced from the 
surrounding mosque, Incongruous timber shoe-racks 
have been added as a practicality. 
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important for the functioning of the schoo!. 
A similar device is used on the east-west 

axis, where two vaulted galleries access class
rooms and research laboratories. 

Circulation routes are separated for male 
and female students in accordance with 
Islamic custom. This is a response to the stric
test of varying interpretations of the tradition 
and demonstrates the need for the design to 
address not just Bahraini issues, but also the 
broader scope of the seven client countries. 

There is a wonderful flow of space from 
inside to outside; barriers are minimal. The 
central foyer is covered by the spaceframe that 
continues outside to become shade structure. 
Only glass walls between solid forms preserve 
the air-conditioned environment. 

The formal grid of streets, squares and 
teaching accommodation meet at a podium, 
where the composition gives way to a more 
relaxed scattering of architectural elements. 

The podium is partially covered by a shade 
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structure which provides a meeting place. 
The intersection of the circulation axes is 
marked by circular cut-out in the roof of this 
framework. The 'hole in the sky' created by 
this device is a repeated theme used in other 
courtyards and has a powerful effect of defin
ing space without walls. 



The podium is a piece of sculptural 
groundscape. The soft landscape gives way to 
a negative space in the form of an ampitheatre 
sunk into the marble. Planted marble cubes 
rise from the floor grid. A change of direction 
and level is created as the floor breaks into an 
elegant fan of shallow steps which pass under 
the shade structure. A web of shadows is cast 
by the structure in an ever changing display of 
light and shade. The atmosphere is tranquil 
and serene. 

On the grand scale, the complex will rank 
with that of the preceding masters that influ
enced Tange - Le Corbusier, Aalto and Khan. 
When examined at a smaller scale, a sameness 
predominates, void of details at a human scale. 
Whilst there is a tactile awareness of textures, 
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8. The shade structure floats over a fan-shaped 
flight if steps. A circular (hole in the sky' difmes a 
place without walls. 

9. The (hole in the sky' is a theme repeated in other 
courtyards. 

to, 11, 12. Thepodiumisapieceifgroundscape 
interrupted by negative and positive shapes - an 
amphitheatre, planted cubes, the minaret etc. 
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they are assembled by the mile and not by 
the hand. 

The whiteness is part of its attraction; but 
there is a danger in living with puritanical 
architecture - people spoil it. A later addition 
of some red lockers in an external lobby area, 
shout out not only because they are an after
thought, but because they are a colour! 

There exists a conflict of universalization 
advancing mankind which at the same time is 
destroying traditional cultures and values. 
Nowhere is this more evident than in Bahrain. 
The paradox is how to return to sources and 
retain the past when to become part of mod
em civilization it is necessary, through scien
tific and rational thought, to abandon the 
cultural past. A process of assimilation and 
reinterpretation is necessary. Tange achieves 
this with a masterly stroke that moderates the 

universal by relating to the local context and 
culture. 

The Gulf University is a piece of inter
national modemism but tempered by a 
respect for locale and culture - the vital link of 
Regionalism. 

Bahrainis have witnessed the (not uncom
mon) demolition of whole communities as a 
result of insensitive planning and commercial 
pressures. Consequently the realization of 
what has been lost is dawning and a will to 
retain a link with their heritage is emerging. 

Tange has not fallen into the 'Arabic 
applique' trap used by less revered designers, 
where a veneer of traditional elements is the 
literal depth of architectural reference and 
concept. His approach is more subtle, more 
obscure and consequently more lasting, and 
he has created a model to relish. 

The university is a symbol of the future, 
forward thinking, progressive and the archi
tecture is wholly appropriate. ffi] 
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