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The rapid urban growth of 
Kuwait City over the last thirty 
years has been almost 
unparalleled in the history of 
urbanism. And the city's 
"building boom," richly 
nourished by the country's oil 
revenues, has had dramatic 
effects on the existing historic 
urban fabric. The speedy 
architectural and urban 
developments have 
indiscriminately disintegrated 
the anatomy and identity of the 
traditional city, eliminating 
most of its charming traditional 
architecture. Today, only a 
handful of the older Kuwaiti 
buildings remain intact, most of 
which are dwellings. Some of 
those have recently been 
renovated and are being used at 
present as museums housing 
various exhibits for the general 
public. 

The examples portrayed 
here do not represent the 
prevalent residential 
architecture of the traditional 
city, as only the houses of the 
more ailluent residents have 
managed to survive the 
destructive forces of the rapid 
urban development. 
Nevertheless, the prevailing 
design concepts and 
architectural character inherent 
in many of the traditional 
dwellings can be clearly 
identified and represented by 
the illustrated examples. 

The charm and beauty of 
Kuwait's traditional 
architecture (dating between the 
latter part of the 18th century to 
the first half of the 20th century) 
lay in its simple, functional and 
rational approach to vernacular 
design. 

A comfortable living 
environment that responded to 

Traditional 
~waiti Houses 

human, social, cultural and 
environmental needs was the 
dominant concept, and it 
defined the main character of the 
traditional dwellings. 

Among the many design 
features of the older houses of 
Kuwait was the cultural 
.concept of separating male and 
female quarters and the notion 
of privacy and security. 
Consequently, the plan of most 
of those residences consisted of 
separate men's and women's 
quarters. The men's rooms 
usually faced or fronted the 
street and occasionally had 

windows, while the women's 
quarters were set back and 
secluded, having no windows 
facing the street, except 
occasionally on a second level 
when wooden grilles or 
shutters were used on the 
windows to provide privacy. 
Quite often the female quarters 
had access to a back street 
through a side doorway 
while the main entrance to the 
house led to the men's quarters. 

T4e courtyard was another 
important element that played a 
vital social and environmental 
role. Socially, the courtyard 
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This is the first of a two-pal1 
photo-essay on the domestic architecture 
of Kuwait. The author presents a few 
traditional houses in this article, and in 
the second will look at contemporary 
dwellings. 
Text and photographs by 
Huda AI-Bahar. 

Left: The Sheikh's palace on Failaka 
Island. Kuwait. The palace has been 
renovated, and functions at present as 
the Failaka museum. The building is 
sited on slightly elevated ground, in a 
rather secluded setting, independent of 
other buildings, and hence no provisions 
were made for open courtyards in the 
interior. Outdoor activities could be 
carried outside, and privacy could be 
ensured, due to the isolated nature of the 
location. Doors and windows were 
utilised on almost allfocades of the 
building to ensure cross-ventilation. 
Left, below: The remaining old part if 
Al-Zour Village (Failaka Island, 
Kuwait) partially portrays the urban 
character of the older city of Kuwait, no 
longer in existence due to the 
unprecedented, rapid urban 
development that the city has undergone 
over the last 30 years. The organic 
urban matrix composed of narrow 
streets flanked by walls if mud 
buildings and vertically accentuated by 
the many minaret silhouettes represents 
the urban settingfor many if the 
traditional dwellings if Kuwait . 

functioned as a dynamic space 
where people gathered to 
socialise in an open, yet private 
living setting, and 
environmentally, it effectively 
modified climatic conditions. 
The courtyard permitted 
outdoor activities while 
providing a significant level of 
protection from the wind, dust, 
sand, solar glare, and heat 
characteristic of Kuwait's 
climate. The surrounding 
loggia, arcaded at times, 
prevented direct sunlight from 
entering interior spaces and 
hence assisted in the control and 
reduction of heat gain in the 
buildings. In the more ailluent 
homes, a number of courtyards 
were utilised for various social 
functions. 

The roof had always been an 
extensively used part of the 



house. In the hot summer 
months, it provided a cool and 
breezy space for people to sleep. 
Other activities, such as 
bathing, washing clothes and 
drying fruit were also carried 
out on the roof Slightly sloping 
to the exterior, the roof 
structure incorporated wooden 
water-spouts which, quite 
often, had decorative wooden 
lips to regulate the water flow. 
Many of the more ailluent 
residences had roofs with 
ornamented parapet walls 
which provides the desired level 
of privacy while allowing a 
view of the outside. 

A very important element in 
the design of the larger 
residences was the presence of 
the diwan, a public gathering 
and entertainment place for 
men. It was often located close 
to the main entrance of the 
house, fronting the street. 
Sometimes windows facing the 
street were used and those were 
protected with bars, wooden 
grilles and/or shutters. 

The kitchen was located in 
the women's quarters and 
hence it had no windows to the 
outside. The food was prepared 
in pots, heated on masonry 
stoves. Water for drinking 
and cooking was often brought 
in by tanker from Basra and 
stored in large pots due to the 
scarcity of fresh water at that 
time. Brackish water known as 
sulaibiya was used for washing 
and it was frequently stored in 
roof top tanks. A few houses 
had a built well, locally known 
as a jeleeb, placed in the centre of 
the courtyard to collect rainwater. 

The house was constructed 
of indigenous materials. Sun
dried mud pellets or seashore 
rocks were mortared WIth mud 
to form the walls which were 
finally faced with mud plaster. 
The thickness of the walls 
provided the insulation required 
to modify the rather harsh 
climate in the hot summer 
months. The roof was 
supported on round wooden 
poles, known locally as (handles. 
Reed mats, holding mud mixed 
with straw, were placed on top 

of the wooden poles to form the 
ceilings of the rooms and the 
roof floor. A second storey, 
primarily a wooden structure, 
was added to provide more 
living space in some of the 
larger dwellings. 

The modest yet 
distinguished ornamentation 
used to embellish and accent 
certain building events was no 
less charming than the 
ingenious architectural 
manipulation of form and space 
in response to the many living 
needs of the community. It is 
here that one can quote 
Voltaire: "When one has 
completed the necessary ... One 
immediately comes upon the 
beautiful and the pleasing. " 
And it is in the humble and 
unpretentious architectural 
ornament, the beautiful and the 
pleasing, that the enrichment of 

72 

architectural knowledge 
beyond the necessities of 
survival was clearly perceived 
by the early builders of Kuwait. 
An architectural knowledge 
sought a fulfillment of a 
spiritual need for a celebration 
of what was considered to be an 
important architectural 
expenence. 

The many decorative motifs 
were often inspired by eastern 
influences, mostly Persian, Iraqi 
and Indian in origin. This was 
not surprising, as the Kuwaiti 
merchants at that time travelled 
extensively to the East for trade 
and other commercial activities. 

Among the many 
decorative features of the 
traditional Kuwaiti dwellings, 
the distinctive Kuwaiti doors 
were perhaps the finest and the 
most prominent. They were 
constructed of teak, mostly 
imported from Africa. 
Horizontal crossbars held 
together the vertical planks, and 
dome-shaped nails were used as 
fasteners. Each door was 
embellished with carved floral 
patterns, usually on the 
cover-piece between the two 
doors. The door frames were 
often left plain with occasional 

Kuwaiti doors are a ve,y distinctive 
element of a house. This entrance door is 
made up of .flat vertical slats of wood 
bound together by cross pieces and 
metalwork. The dome-shaped nails and 
ironwork door knockers are both 
decorative and integral to the 
construction. 

simple mouldings. A bljurer or a 
smaller inset door was 
frequently constructed within 
the large pair of doors, using 
similar crossbars and vertical 
planks. The predominant use of 
bosses and rosettes in the 
carving on many of such doors 
had been clearly an inspiration 
by early Persian and Iraqi 
(Mesopotamian) art. 

Other decorative features 
were celebrated in the arcaded 
loggia of some of the 
courtyards. Here stucco 
ornament, curvilinear, 
geometric or floral in nature 
was employed to embellish the 
arcades and other spaces 
surrounding the courtyard. 
Carved column capitals were 
also utilised in a few of the 
courtyards to emphasise and 
celebrate the enclosing 
colonnade. 

As mentioned earlier, the 
roof parapets of many of the 
buildings exhibited a variety of 
geometric and floral decorative 
motifs, manipulated in a 
manner that allowed the 
passage of breezes for roof 
ventilation while maintaining 
the desired level of privacy for 
the occupants. 

The windows often 
incorporated wooden shutters 
to reduce and control heat gain 
and glare. Wooden or iron bars 
were often constructed on the 
exterior for security. In most 
cases, the fenestration ornament 
was absent or kept to a 
minimum in the traditional 
dwellings. 

The distinctive character of 
the traditional residential 
architecture of Kuwait had been 
manifested in its rational and 
pragmatic approach to creating 
an optimum living 
environment for life as it was 
then. The concepts and 
methods utilised by the early 
builders possessed a level of 
sensitivity and intuition 
strongly delineated by an 
overriding human dimension, a 
dimension that identified the 
modest yet distinguished 
personality of the traditional 
Kuwaiti dwellings. 



Sadu house (fOlmel'iy the Behbehani 
house). 
The building has been renovated and is 
used at present as a museum exhibiting 
locally made Bedouin mgs (sadu). The 
front facadeJacing the sea, employs two 
well-defined entrances into the building. 
The overall architectural composition is 
rather unusual in a number of ways, 
including the pla!forming of the overall 
building stmcture, the generous use of 
fenestration at both levels, and the 
decorative motifs employed to embellish 
and accentuate the various architectural 
events. Much of the building ornament 
has been inspired by Indian influences, 
and this is perhaps best seen in the use of 
the pointed Mogul arch of the recessed 
building entrance to the left . 

Right: Interior courtyard showing the 
rather unusual colonnade leading into 
the intel'ior spaces. The heavy masonry 
columns are anchored on I'fCtangular 
bases ornamented with an abstract floral 
motif, coloured in brown and executed 
in relief. The top of the columns and 
the capitals display very modest stucco 
carving, also utilising a floral motif 
The roo[ parapet is very finely executed, 
integrating ornament with a peiforated 
lattice-like network to allow for the 
passage of breezes. 
Below: The main entrance into the 
reception court. The decorati ve motifs 0[ 
the Mogul arch and the velY 
.finely executed floral mouldings and 
carvings on tlie panels of the recessed 
door have been clearly inspired by 
Indian work. 
Below, l'ight: Detail of ornament on 
the door. Intricately executed floml 
motifs embellish the door panels, the 
door frame, and the cover-piece between 
the two doors. 
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Below: Window detail, showing the use 
0[ the pointed-arch frame to define the 

. fenestration. A finely executed metal 
lattice or gl'ille is used on the exterior for 
secul'ity, while wooden shutters are used 
for the control of ventilation and light. 



Al-Ghanim house, main entrance . 
This building has been renovated and is 
currently occupied by artists. The 
courtyards and other interior spaces are 
used at present as working spaces Jor the 
artists as well as spaces Jor public art 
exhibits. The entrance doors are 
characteristic of the traditional 
architecture, although the bejurer or 
smaller inset door is absent. 

Key 
1. Entrance Passage 
2. Men's Reception Court 
3. Loggia 
4. Men's Reception Room (diwan) 

.5. Bathroom 
6. Kitchen 
7. Animal Court 
8. Private Living Court 
9. Family Living Room 

to. Women's Reception Room 
11. Sleeping Room 
12. Business Court 
13. Well 
14. Kitchen Court 
15. Storeroom 
16. Small Yard 
17. Masonary Bench 
18. Cwee Room 

a 5", 

GroundJloor plan 
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Left: Detail of the doors of the main 
entrance, showing the dome-shaped 
nails commonly used asfasteners, and 
the decoration utilised on the cover strip 
between the two doors, comprised 
mostly of clusters of bosses. 
Above and right: The interior 
square-tiled courtyard, showing (to the 
left) the men's reception hall, the doors 
of which exhibit Turkish decorative 
motifs and incorporate semi-circular 
fanlights. The main entrance to the 
building is seen on the right at the end of 
the short passageway. The columns 
utilised to support the roof are 
polygonal in plan, and exhibit rather 
intricate woodcarving decoration to 
celebrate the capitals. The wooden 
water spouts of the roof are seen 
projecting horizontally. 
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AI-Bader house 
The building has been renovated, and is 
currently used as the Kuwait National 
Museum. The front facade, facing the 
sea, shows the main entrance to the 
building, with the characteristic Kuwaiti 
doors, set back in an arched and vaulted 
entry space. The exterior of the building 
is to a large extent lift plain, and the 
wooden water-spouts are clearly seen 
projecting horizonhllly from the roof 

Above: The men's reception court, 
showing the arcaded loggia. Piers of an 
octagonal shape widen at the top to 
meet the four pointed comers of the 
square capihlls decorated with a 
scalloped motif. The pointed arches, 
supported by the piers, are also framed 
in a scalloped decorative manner. The 
men's reception hall can be seen beyond 
the arcaded loggia. 
Right: The men's reception room or 
diwan. The wall ornament is 
comprised of a repetitive pattern of 
rectangular niches, bordered by a 
painted decoration in low relief The 
decorative motif represents a floral 
pattern flanking the sides of a plain 
panel. The vertical ornament is painted 
dark-blue, and the horizontal is orange. 
(Above these niches is the stucco 
ornament described in the photograph 
far right, above). 
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Ground floor plan 
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Left: Arcaded loggia outside the men's 
reception room, leading into the 
reception court. The piers supporting 
the pointed arches are octagonal. They 
widen at the top to meet the four 
pointed comers of the square capitals 
decorated with a scalloped motif. The 
ornament on the exterior wall of the 
men's reception room is comprised of 
waist-high niches. A dark-blue 
decoration panel in reliiflies to the sides 
of these niches, and above, horizontal 
bands of a scalloped motif painted gold 
and blue are topped by plain niches of 
projecting scalloped decoration that 
finally meet the characteristic ceiling of 
the Kuwaiti traditional architecture. 
Above: Stucco ornament in the men's 
reception room. The whitewashed wall 
is ornamented with horizontal bands of 
a scalloped decorative motif. The bands 
are stepped in projection ftom the foce of 
the wall. An inverted scalloped motifin 
the form of a pelmet has been added 
recently to camouflage the electric 
lighting used in the display spaces of the 
museum. 
Left: The private living court was used 
by the fomily . Surrounding it is the 
fomily living room and the sleeping 
rooms. 

Key 
1. Entrance passage 
2. Men's reception court 
3. Loggia 
4. Men's reception room (diwan) 
5. Bathroom 
6. Kitchen 
7. Animal·court 
8. Private living·court 
9. Family living room 

to. Women's reception room 
11. Sleeping room 
12. Business court 
13. Well 
14. Kitchen court 
15. Storeroom 
16. Small yard 
17. Masonary bench 
18. Coffee room 
19. Animal stalls 
20. Business office 
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Left: The passageway between the 
private living court and the kitchen 
court, showing the piers and pointed 
arches of the arcaded loggia of the 
private living court. 
Below: The kitchen, showing the bread 
oven raised on a plaiform with a hole in 
the centre. The food is prepared in pots 
heated by masonry over an open fire. 
Bottom: The coffee room, showing the 
sunken rectangular hearth on the floor 
where c~ffee is prepared over charcoal. 
A raised masonry bench behind the 
hearth is used to store the brass coffee 
jugs. Locally made wool rugs and 
cushions are often utilised to .fUrnish the 
interior in the winter, while straw or 
reed mats are used in the summer. 
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