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Mixed-Use Complexes
Constructing Icons
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For this chapter and the two following 
it, the catalogue’s categorization system 
moves from an emphasis on function to an 
emphasis on scale. Accordingly, this chapter 
consists of large mixed-use complexes; the 
following one consists of master plans for 
city districts; and the final chapter consists 
of new cities. The world has come to know 
the region’s recent building boom primar-
ily through the projects of these three 
sections.
 The mixed-use complexes featured here 
mainly consist of high-rise structures, but 
also include three low-rise projects (the 
unbuilt Villa Moda and Cultural and En-
tertainment Center in Kuwait City, as well 
as Beirut Marina). The high-rise projects 
include both single buildings and groups 
of buildings, as with Beirut Gate, which 
consists of eight structures. As mixed-use 
complexes, they house a variety of uses, 
usually residential, retail, hotel, entertain-
ment, and office facilities.
 A primary characteristic of these projects 
is their overwhelming size. All (except for 
the 20,000 m2 Beirut Marina) have built-up 
areas of more than 100,000 m2. The larger 
ones, such as Burj Khalifa and Business Bay 
Towers, include built-up areas that exceed 
500,000 m2. Each can accommodate the 
population of a town.
 These multi-million-dollar projects are 
examples of the concentration of wealth 
in the city. Many of them also are ex-
amples of the isolation of wealth in the 

city, particularly the high-rises. They do 
not interact with the fabric of the city, but 
function as islands surrounded by networks 
of streets. The Beirut projects are a partial 
exception to this since they are located in 
the city’s central district, where densities 
are relatively high and there is a strong 
pedestrian presence. But even there, these 
high-rises are out of scale in relation to the 
surrounding urban fabric, and have been 
criticized as amounting to the “Dubaifica-
tion” of Beirut. In contrast, this section’s 
low-rise projects do aim at addressing 
interaction and integration with the city 
and exploring how such large-scale inter-
ventions may contribute to enriching urban 
life. Two of them, however, remain unbuilt.
 These projects also are clear examples of 
the infatuation with large-scale real-estate 
developments that overtook the region 
during this past decade, producing the 
largest real estate bubble in its history. The 
ensuing 2008–2009 financial crisis that hit 
the world and the region therefore has had 
a very strong adverse impact on them. The 
projects that have been completed recently 
are not yet fully occupied; those under con-
struction have been hit by multiple delays; 
and those on the drawing board may never 
be built.
 Nonetheless, the completed projects, par-
ticularly the high-rise ones, have emerged 
as primary symbols of their cities. Because 
of their size, these monuments to com-
merce are far more prominent and have 
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a far stronger physical presence in their 
cities than any public buildings, whether 
religious or cultural. Examples include 
Al-Faisalia and Kingdom Center in Riyadh 
and Burj Khalifa and Emirates Towers in 
Dubai. As Burj Khalifa is the latest to take 
on the title of world’s highest building, it 
is among the world’s best known and has 
come to represent Dubai to the world.
 Architects from outside the region 
dominate as designers of these projects. 
The list features a who’s who of celebrity 
architects: Norman Foster, Zaha Hadid, 
Stephen Holl, Rem Koolhaas, Jean Nouvel, 
and Christian de Portzamparc. A few well-
known large Western architectural firms 
also are present: Arquitectonica, Ellerbe 
Becket, Robert Matthew Johnson Marshall 
(RMJM), and Skidmore, Owings & Merrill 
(SOM). A number of well-regarded local 
practices, including Omrania and Associ-
ates and Nabil Gholam Architects, also are 
involved, but in association with foreign 
practices. All the projects aspire to be part 
of a global architectural scene. Attempts at 
relating to local specificities generally are 
nonexistent, except possibly in address-
ing climatic considerations, as with the 
use of orientation and shading to mitigate 
the effects of the region’s strong sun. In 
exceptional cases, a passing nod may be 
made to local building forms and practices. 
An example is the incorporation of local 
limestone construction for the massive 
podium that supports the Amman Living 
Wall’s six buildings.

 All these projects are architectural tours 
de force and are intended as architectural 
icons. They have powerful, highly recogniz-
able forms. Their designs follow one of two 
routes. The first is to emphasize formal 
simplicity and geometric clarity, creating 
easily and readily identifiable compositions. 
For example, the formal composition for 
Al-Faisalia is defined by four slightly curv-
ing lines that emerge from the corners of its 
square plan to meet at a single point at its 
apex. Kingdom Tower has an elliptical plan 
with a large parabolic opening at its top. 
Emirates Towers appear as two triangular 
prisms in dialogue. Porsche Towers consist 
of a cylinder and a cubic mass.
 The second design route emphasizes 
dynamism in architectural composition. 
This is most audaciously expressed in the 
unbuilt Business Bay Towers, which ap-
propriately are also known as the “Danc-
ing Towers.” These three towers form a 
massive animated sculpture with curving, 
bent forms. The Alhamra Firdous Tower is 
intended as an architectural translation of 
a free-flowing cloak. The Beirut Landmark 
and Beirut Gate complexes incorporate 
dynamic fenestration arrangements. A 
plethora of horizontal steel strips livens up 
the building facades of the Amman Living 
Wall project and also serve to provide shad-
ing. The form of the main building of the 
Beirut Marina appears as horizontal layers 
in a state of motion. The interior of Villa 
Moda features a ceiling coffering system 
with undulating forms.
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Designed by the British firm Foster + Partners in 
association with the Jordanian firm Maisam Architects 
and Engineers.

Under construction.

This $150 million mixed-use development 
is located along Wadi Saqra Street, one of 
Amman’s relatively recent major thorough-
fares, which follows the route of a valley 
connecting the downtown area to the city’s 
outskirts. The 150,000 m2 project occupies 
a massive area cut out from the bedrock 
of the project’s sloping 1.25-hectare site, 
resulting in a 30 m vertical drop.
 The Living Wall, which is one of the 
recent large-scale real estate projects in 
Amman, is being carried out by the Devel-
opment and Investment Projects Fund, an 
investment body of the Jordanian Armed 
Forces that works through partnerships 
between the public and private sectors.
 The project consists of six “mini-towers” 
resting on and connected by a massive 
stepping podium that houses retail and 
leisure facilities, as well as public spaces, 

including an amphitheater and a sheltered 
plaza. Five of the buildings are located 
along Wadi Saqra Street, and the sixth is 
situated further inside the site. One of 
the towers will be a 10-story, 120-room 
hotel, while the others will consist of 
apartment and office buildings. The roofs 
of the towers, which provide panoramic 
views of the city, will be used as restaurant 
terraces. The stepping podium structure is 
sheathed with limestone, so as to connect 
with Amman’s signature building mate-
rial, while the towers themselves express a 
more modernist image through the use of 
double-skin facades of steel and glass. The 
steel grid articulating the towers’ exteriors 
is dominated by strong horizontal lines 
intended to recall the strata of the carved 
bedrock. The resulting screen effect also is 
intended to stimulate air circulation and 
to provide shade to the open-air balconies 
located behind the outer facade. Moreover, 
the lines of the screens become denser 
along orientations with higher exposure to 
the sun. 

Living Wall, 
Amman, Jordan



Figures 12.1.1–12.1.4. The Living 
Wall project occupies a massive 
area cut out from the bedrock of 
a sloping 1.25-hectare site. It con-
sists of six “mini-towers” housing 
a hotel as well as residential and 
office space, all sharing a large 
limestone-sheathed podium that 
features retail, leisure, and public 
spaces.
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Designed by the American firm Skidmore, Owings & Merrill 
(SOM).

Under construction.

The $240 million Al-Hamra Firdous 
(Firdaws) Tower is named after two popular 
cinema buildings that previously occupied 
the site. The 195,000 m2 complex, which 
is located on a 1.8-hectare site, features a 
74-floor, 410 m office high-rise that will be 
the highest in Kuwait and one of the high-
est in the region. The building has a monu-
mental lobby 20 m high, and is connected 
to a 23,000 m2, five-story retail mall. The 
complex also includes an 11-story garage 
with an 1,800-car capacity.
 The design of the building is distin-
guished by an unusual free-flowing glazed 

curtain wall that wraps around the oth-
erwise conventional high-rise core with a 
rectangular plan section. The arrangement 
leaves the building core partly unsheathed 
along the southwestern, southern, and 
southeastern sides, as approximately a 
quarter of each floor plate is chiseled out of 
the south side, shifting from west to east 
along the height of the tower. This arrange-
ment reveals a stone southern wall with 
deep windows that are recessed at different 
angles to control entry of the sun’s rays. 
The southern wall also acts as the tower’s 
structural core. In contrast to the southern 
wall’s relative opacity, the glazed curtain-
wall envelope wrapping around the building 
core’s eastern, western, and northern sides 
provides for a more transparent effect. 

Al-Hamra 
Firdous Tower, 
Kuwait City, 
Kuwait



Figures 12.2.1–12.2.5. The 74-floor al-Hamra 
Firdous Tower features a glazed curtain wall 
that wraps around the building but leaves a 
quarter of the facade unsheathed in a shift-
ing manner over the height of the tower.
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Designed by French architect Jean Nouvel of Ateliers Jean 
Nouvel.

Designed in 2004, but remains unbuilt.

Jean Nouvel received the commission for 
this $190 million project through an inter-
national competition. The 135,000 m2 com-
plex is to include a conference center, an art 
museum, a technology school, restaurants, 
cinemas, a fitness club, an ice skating rink, 
bowling alleys, a public square, a public 
park, and vehicular parking, all located 
within a 25-hectare site.
 Nouvel presents this large project as one 
that can reinvent the City of Kuwait and be-
come a unique symbol for it. It is conceived 
as a heavily planted urban garden with a 
strong concentration of lights and im-
ages. Its facades consist primarily of large, 
frameless floor-to-ceiling glass panes that 
are intended to function as glass curtains 
separating terraces from gardens, as well as 
exterior from interior, while providing high 
levels of visual transparency. This is further 
emphasized by using the same paving mate-
rials for both interior and exterior surfaces.

 These transparent facades stretch 
more than a length of 1 km and are to be 
covered with sandblasted images as well as 
billboards and signs for movies, concerts, 
and exhibitions.
 The complex is intended as a new meet-
ing place for the city, where people would 
congregate to socialize and dine in loca-
tions including the rooftop restaurant ter-
race, which provides views of the Kuwait 
City skyline. A large lit screen that rotates 
in the same manner as a radar antenna 
illuminates the terrace. A series of other 
screens, both fixed and rotating, some lit 
with LED panels and therefore visible dur-
ing both day and night, will articulate the 
terrace as well as other outdoor spaces in 
the complex. The project’s various com-
ponents are organized around a central 
shaded space that Nouvel identifies as the 
“Screen Square.”
 Significant vegetation is to be used in 
many parts of the project, including the 
parking garage. Along with the moving im-
ages, this profusion of plantings will help 
give the complex a unique identity. 

Cultural and 
Entertainment 
Center, Kuwait 
City, Kuwait



Figures 12.3.1–12.3.4. The 
Cultural and Entertainment 
Center is a massive complex 
intended as a sort of urban 
garden that extends over 
a kilometer in length and 
brings together various 
activities in a visual setting 
defined by dense vegeta-
tion and large illuminated 
billboard screens.
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Designed by Iranian-American architect Nader Tehrani 
and Venezuelan-American architect Monica Ponce de 
Leon of the American firm Office dA.

Designed in 2007, but it remains unbuilt.

This large project of about 100,000 m2 
shares a number of themes with Jean  
Nouvel’s Cultural and Entertainment 
Center. Both explore the challenges of 
urbanism, and both present a quest for es-
tablishing an urban center for Kuwait City, 
which has been dominated for decades 
by the automobile and the sprawl that ac-
companies it.
 The project includes retail facilities, a 
convention center, an arena, a Cineplex, 
an aquatic spa center, a hotel, and apart-
ments. The architects decided to bring 
these conventionally separated functions 
under a single canopy, rather than distrib-
ute them. They also are divided along four 
“decks” of varying thicknesses and geom-
etries that reach the maximum combined 
height of 17 m that zoning regulations 
allowed for the site.
 A basement houses parking areas as well 
as service facilities. The ground floor is 
treated as a public space and an extension 
of the city, with housing located at the top. 

The architects describe the complex as “an 
undulating surface that dips and rises in 
accordance with the programs it spon-
sors.” From west to east, the functions 
that this public layer houses are a multiuse 
arena, a greenhouse/oasis, a convention 
hall, a Cineplex, a suq/mall, a sport spa, 
and a hotel.
 Placing the project’s residential com-
ponents at the upper levels is intended to 
create a more integrated urban living ar-
rangement, according to which residential, 
work, shopping, and recreational facilities 
are placed close together. The residential 
area also provides an element of shading 
and environmental protection for the pub-
lic sphere below, but the design still allows 
for natural light to make its way to ground 
level.
 The project incorporates exposed coffer-
ing for structural support. The depth and 
spacing of ribs change from one part of 
the project to the other according to vary-
ing structural requirements. This creates 
differing formal compositions that range 
from an orthogonal ribbing system to a 
more plastic fluid one and provide for an 
arrangement that integrates the project’s 
visual and structural aspects. 

Villa Moda, 
Kuwait City, 
Kuwait



Figures 12.4.1–12.4.4. Villa Moda brings 
together a diverse set of functions under 
one roof instead of distributing them 
among separate buildings. Its structural 
system incorporates an exposed coffer-
ing system with an orthogonal grid ar-
rangement as well as fluid plastic ones, 
depending on the structural require-
ments of the spaces being covered.
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Designed by French architect Christian de Portzamparc 
of Atelier Christian de Portzamparc, the American 
firm Arquitectonica, as well as Nabil Gholam of Nabil 
Gholam Architects and Erga Group from Lebanon.

Under construction.

Beirut Gate is a $600 million mixed-used 
development that includes eight plots that 
will house eight buildings. Three buildings 
are designed by Portzamparc, three by 
Arquitectonica (12.5.1), and one by Nabil 
Gholam (figs. 12.5.2 & 12.5.3) and Erga 
(12.5.4).
 The project is located in a prime part of 
the Beirut Central District, near the Foch-
Allenby historical area, which is mainly a 
product of the Ottoman and the French 
Mandate periods from the early twentieth 
century. The Beirut Gate project will be de-
veloped along the axis of the city’s Martyrs’ 
Square. It also is to incorporate the results 
of the Martyrs’ Square international com-
petition that Solidere, the Lebanese Com-
pany for the Development and Reconstruc-
tion of Beirut Central District, organized in 
2004–2005.

 The development will comprise a site of 
about 2 hectares. It will feature a built-up 
area of 178,500 m2 overlooking Martyrs’ 
Square. Its buildings, which include resi-
dential and retail uses, will reach a height 
of up to 120 m.
 Some controversy has accompanied the 
project and has been extensively covered 
in the Lebanese press. Its site includes the 
well-known Beirut City Center Building, 
popularly known as “The Egg” because of 
its distinctive shape. The 1960s building, 
which was designed by Lebanese archi-
tect Joseph Philippe Karam (d. 1976), has 
emerged after the Lebanese civil war as an 
icon of that golden era of Beirut’s history, 
even though it suffered from abuse and 
neglect during the war. In 2003, Solidere 
announced plans for demolishing it. This 
caused an outcry in the city’s cultural com-
munity, and as a result, Solidere decided to 
keep it standing. Ownership of the build-
ing, which stands on a plot estimated to 
be worth about $40 million, is now in the 
hands of the new developers. Their plans 
for it remain unclear. 

Beirut Gate, 
Beirut, Lebanon



Figures 12.5.1–12.5.4. The Beirut Gate project 
consists of eight plots occupying a 2-hectare 
site and is being designed through separate 
commissions given to four architectural firms 
from Lebanon, France, and the United States.
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Designed by American architect Steven Holl of Steven 
Holl Architects, with the Lebanese firm Nabil Gholam 
Architects as local architect and lead consultant.

Under construction.

The Beirut Marina project has been de-
veloped by Solidere along with another 
investor, Stow Waterfront Development, 
which also is developing the nearby Marina 
Towers.
 The development is expected to cost 
more than $31 million. It will feature more 
than 20,000 m2 of floor space located on 
reclaimed land that makes up the private 
Beirut Marina at the edge of Solidere’s 
Beirut Central District. It is located next 
to Beirut’s famed 1930s modernist Hotel 
Saint-Georges, which remains deserted 
after suffering heavy damage during the 
1975–90 Lebanese civil war.
 The Beirut Marina will include about 20 
restaurants, outdoor public spaces with 
site-specific art installations, retail stores, 
a building for the harbormaster, customs 
and immigration facilities, a yacht club, 180 
apartments, and various public facilities, 
all arranged along a curving plot jutting 
into the Mediterranean. The project’s 
private and public spaces are divided into 

two overlapping layers. The upper layer is 
the more public of the two and provides an 
extension of the Beirut Corniche. The lower 
layer functions more as a private area. The 
restaurants and shops are stringed along 
the marina’s southern (or inner) edge. This 
string of facilities has a sizable building at 
its eastern end that contains apartments 
and the yacht club. The harbormaster build-
ing is located at the marina’s entrance at 
its northeastern tip. Among the project’s 
unusual features are glass-bottomed pools 
embedded in the restaurants’ rooftops.
 Steven Holl explains the project’s concept 
as taking shape from “strata and layers 
in forking vectors. Like the ancient beach 
that was once the site, the planar lapping 
waves of the sea, inspires striated spaces in 
horizontal layers, as distinct from verti-
cal objects. The horizontal and the planar 
become a geometric force shaping the new 
harbor spaces. The form allows a striated 
organization of public and private spaces.”
 A footbridge designed by Lebanese 
architect-sculptor Nadim Karam crosses 
the Corniche Road and links the marina to 
a plaza located along Platinum Tower and 
from there to other parts of the city further 
south. 

Beirut Marina, 
Beirut, Lebanon



Figures 12.6.1–12.6.4. The Beirut 
Marina project occupies a mostly 
reclaimed plot located along the 
Mediterranean coast. The mul-
tiuse complex is divided along 
two partially overlapping layers. 
a public upper level that provides 
an extension of the Corniche, and 
a private lower layer that borders 
the shoreline.
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Designed by French architect Jean Nouvel of Ateliers Jean 
Nouvel.

Under construction.

The Landmark Tower, which is named after 
the company developing it, is a $240 million 
project located in Beirut’s Central Busi-
ness District, along the Riad Solh Square. 
It includes residential, commercial, and 
entertainment facilities, as well as a luxury 
hotel. The commercial and entertainment 
facilities feature an 18,000 m2 shopping 
mall, as well as a cinema and entertainment 
center (11 cinemas with 1,200 seats), along 
with underground parking facilities. The 
total built-up area will reach 150,000 m2.
 The project’s main feature is a 42-story, 
170 m tower, which will be among the 
highest in Beirut. This tower, through its 
arrangement of openings, may be related 
to Le Corbusier’s mid-twentieth-century 
modernist masterpiece, the chapel of Notre 
Dame du Haut at Ronchamp in France. 
It is flanked by two lower buildings and 

connected to them by pedestrian bridges 
at various levels. The northern of the two 
buildings includes 10 stories and reaches a 
height of 44 m; the southern one includes 
12 stories and reaches a height of 55 m.
 As with other large-scale develop-
ments taking place in Beirut, this one 
also is being developed by investors from 
the Gulf, with the majority stake owned 
by Kuwaiti investors. It also is one of a 
number of luxury mixed-use complexes 
being developed in Beirut and designed by 
internationally recognized architects. This 
involvement of an architect with such a 
high profile is used as part of the project’s 
branding and marketing campaign. Among 
world-celebrity architects, Nouvel holds 
a special status in the Arab world as the 
designer of the 1987 Arab World Institute 
in Paris. A photograph of Nouvel and a 
quote by him are found on the home page 
of the project’s web site, and he also is 
quoted in billboards in Beirut announcing 
the project. 

Landmark 
Tower, Beirut, 
Lebanon



Figures 12.7.1–12.7.4. Landmark Tower is one of a 
number of luxury projects in Beirut that are con-
ceived by investors from the Gulf and designed by 
internationally renowned architects. The 150,000 
m2 complex will include apartments, a hotel, and 
retail and entertainment facilities.
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Designed by the British firm Robert Matthew Johnson 
Marshall (RMJM), with Hong Kong–born Canadian 
architect Hazel Wong as lead architect.

Under construction.

The Dubai Towers building, which overlooks 
the West Bay area of Doha, is designed for 
the Dubai-based developer Sama Dubai and 
is a high-profile example of cross-border 
real estate investments in the region. The 
tower, which rises to almost 440 m and 
includes about 90 stories, is intended as the 
tallest in Qatar. It will contain retail outlets, 
offices, a hotel, and residential units. It is 
expected to cost $550 million, and it will 
include a built-up area of 220,000 m2.
 The prism-like structure, with its angled 
glass facades and sloping roofs, is intended 
to capture and reflect sunlight in various 
ways, depending on the time of day. The 

base of the complex consists of a granite-
clad podium, which houses shops, restau-
rants, and other amenities. From the po-
dium rises a slender tower in three inclined 
segments. Together, they create at their 
tops a zigzagging arrangement that termi-
nates at the spire. The building’s geometry 
and internal layout also are intended to 
maximize views of the sea.
 Above the podium, the hotel and serviced 
apartments occupy the tower’s lower part, 
offices the middle part, and apartments 
the upper part. The complex will be served 
by more than 40 elevators and will include 
1,900 parking spaces both above and below 
ground.
 The project designer, Hazel Wong, also 
designed the Emirates Tower in Dubai when 
she was associated with the Canadian firm 
NORR Group. 

Dubai Towers, 
Doha, Qatar



Figures 12.8.1–12.8.4. Dubai Towers in Doha 
will be the highest in the city upon comple-
tion. The building is conceived as a prism with 
angled glass facades and sloping roofs that 
capture and reflect sunlight in various ways 
depending on the time of day.
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Designed by the British firm Foster + Partners.
Completed in 2000.

Al-Faisaliah (al-Faysaliyyah) was devel-
oped as an income-generating property 
by the philanthropic King Faisal Founda-
tion. The 267 m high structure features a 
built-up area of 330,000 m2. It includes a 
hotel with conference and banquet facili-
ties, apartment units, and a three-story 
shopping mall containing more than 100 
shops. Along with the Kingdom Center, 
this high-rise, with its curved tapering 
silhouette, is the most prominent along 
the Riyadh skyline.
 The building is square in plan. In the 
third dimension, a curved line rises from 
each corner, meeting at the top at a point. 
Structurally, each of these lines consists of 
an aluminum-clad concrete column.
 Each of the building’s four facades is ar-
ticulated by four aluminum-clad K-braces, 
with the K turned 90° , facing downward. 
The lowest set of braces is located at 
ground level, each being three stories 
high, while each of the upper ones is two 

stories high. The structural braces serve to 
transfer the building loads to the corners. 
Visually, they divide the areas between 
them along each façade into three sections 
of more or less equal height. These areas 
consist of a glazed curtain wall articulated 
with horizontal strips of curving aluminum 
cantilevers. The cantilevers serve as sun-
shading devises and also mark the borders 
between successive floors. The upper three 
sets of K-braces are located along open 
decks that act as viewing galleries.
 The top part of the building—that 
located above the highest set of K-braces—
takes the shape of an open, curved four-
sided pyramid defined by the tapering 
corner columns. It houses a golden glass 
sphere that functions as a restaurant, the 
highest in Saudi Arabia.
 Al-Faisaliah incorporates a number of 
energy-conservation devises such as the ice 
storage facility located below the shopping 
mall. In order to reduce the peak electrical 
load on the grid, ice is created and stored 
overnight and is used to cool interior spaces 
during the afternoon. 

Al-Faisaliah, 
Riyadh, Saudi 
Arabia



Figures 12.9.1–12.9.4. Al-Faisaliah is 
square in plan but tapers in the third 
dimension along a curved profile to 
end at a point. The building’s top part 
is articulated by a curved, four-sided 
pyramid that contains a golden glass 
sphere housing a restaurant, the high-
est in Saudi Arabia.
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Designed by the Saudi Arabian firm Omrania and 
Associates in association with the American firm Ellerbe 
Becket.

Completed in 2003.

At more than 300 m high, Kingdom Center 
is the same height as the Eiffel Tower. It 
is the tallest building in Saudi Arabia, and 
when it was completed, it was the 25th tall-
est building in the world. The $460 million 
structure was built for Kingdom Holding, 
the company owned by the Saudi Arabian 
prince and international businessman 
Alwaleed bin Talal. It is located on a plot of 
almost 9.5 hectares and has a total built-up 
area of 300,000 m2, with each story occupy-
ing 2,225 m2.
 The building includes a shopping mall 
with more than 160 shops, a hotel, offices, 
apartments, a 4,400 m2 banquet hall that 
can accommodate 3,000 seated people, and 
a 3,000-car garage. The third floor of the re-
tail mall is reserved exclusively for women. 
Glass screens along this floor’s atrium edges 
visually conceal it from the rest of the struc-
ture. It also is served by separate elevators 
and its own drop-off area.
 The Kingdom Center includes 35 elevators 
and 22 escalators. Because the building is 
elliptical in plan and therefore wider in the 
middle, it was possible to locate separate 
elevators for each of its mixed-use com-
ponents in its core. Each component has a 
separate and distinct entrance.
 Prince Alwaleed asked for a simple build-
ing that “he could sketch on a napkin.” The 
final design was one of about a dozen that 
the architects produced before he made 
his selection. An opening in the shape of a 
parabolic arch tops the structure, and its 

uppermost part has a steel 300-ton, 65 m 
long sky-bridge that acts as an observation 
tower and has emerged as an important 
tourist attraction in Riyadh.
 Zoning ordinances in Riyadh limited the 
number of floors in a building to 30, but 
permitted building heights of up to 300 m. 
Accordingly, the lower two-thirds of the 
building consist of 30 stories, while the top 
third basically is a sculptural element made 
of a structural steel skeleton that leads to 
the observation deck. The project’s struc-
tural engineer described the building as a 
1,000-foot-tall, 30-story building with a 100 
m hat.
 The tower’s narrow ends are located along 
the east-west direction so as to minimize 
the impact of the sun on its wider 77 m long 
north and south facades. Additional sun 
protection also is provided by sun-shading 
devices and reflective glass. The materials 
used for the tower include concrete, granite, 
and brushed aluminum, but most of the 
exterior surface area is sheathed with reflec-
tive glass.
 The building was completed according to 
a tight schedule. Designers in five countries 
and 20 cities took advantage of time dif-
ferences between their various locations to 
allow work on its design to proceed around 
the clock.
 The Kingdom Center was included in the 
Art Institute of Chicago’s 2000 exhibition, 
“Skyscrapers for the Next Millennium,” 
which presented more than 70 recently 
completed skyscrapers from around the 
world. It also is featured on the cover of 
the 2000 exhibition catalogue prepared by 
John Zukowsky and Martha Thorne, eds., 
Skyscrapers: The New Millennium. 

Kingdom Center, 
Riyadh, Saudi 
Arabia



Figures 12.10.1–12.10.3. When the King-
dom Center was built, zoning regulations 
in Riyadh allowed for a maximum of 30 
floors and a maximum height of 300 
m. The building’s 30 floors accordingly 
occupy the first two-thirds of its height, 
while the upper third is a sculptural ele-
ment that takes the shape of a parabola 
with an observation deck at its top.
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Designed by the British firm Robert Matthew Johnson 
Marshall (RMJM).

Under construction, with the first phase completed in 
2007.

The government of Abu Dhabi commis-
sioned this exhibition center, which is 
located in the southern part of Abu Dhabi 
City, to meet the increasing demand for 
international exhibition space by the vari-
ous commercial enterprises active in the 
Emirate. A project of this nature also clearly 
aims at allowing Abu Dhabi to compete 
with neighboring Dubai as a magnet for 
regional exhibitions.
 The project will be the heart of the $2.17 
billion Capital Centre development, which 
is Abu Dhabi’s first significant master 
planned district. It will include hotels, 
serviced apartments, office buildings, a 
marina, and a retail zone.
 The exhibition center is presented as the 
“most modern exhibition facility in the 
world.” The complex eventually will include 
55,000 m2 of interconnected exhibition 
floor space. It features an 18,000 m2 U-
shaped exhibition concourse area, one of 
the largest ever built, and 7,500 m2 of multi-
purpose halls. It also will include confer-
ence facilities for 1,200 people, banqueting 
areas, and more than 30 meeting rooms. 
The project incorporates a central open area 
for outdoor events that is bound by the U-
shaped exhibition concourse area.
 The signature element of the complex is 
Capital Gate, a leaning 160 m, 35-story glass 
and steel tower with free-flowing curving 
facades, all of which project a futuristic 
space-age image. Since the tower leans 
westward by 18°, the client and architects 
submitted an application to the Guinness 

Book of Records to have it recognized as 
the most inclined building in the world. 
The fully glazed tower, which houses hotel, 
retail, and office space, is sheathed with 
triangular glazing panels, and incorporates 
a double facade that creates a thermal 
buffer between its exterior and interior 
layers. The triangular glazing panels also 
take on a structural role as they are framed 
by metal tubes that provide the tower’s 
flowing form with an element of rigidity. 
The tower’s central core serves as a vertical 
anchor. In order to provide additional sta-
bility, it is linked to the exterior envelope 
at mid-height (where the mechanical floor 
is located) through large trusses.
 Expansive curving aluminum panels 
supported on steel framing provide shad-
ing for the tower’s entry area and also for 
the adjacent National Day Parade Grand-
stand. Parades and other official celebra-
tions traditionally have been viewed in 
Abu Dhabi from the grandstand. It is being 
refurbished to include offices and food 
courts and will be linked to the new ex-
hibition halls. The curving panels further 
extend along an ascending path to cover 
parts of the tower, thus serving to visually 
link the tower and grandstand. A pedes-
trian footbridge with a twisting rectan-
gular cross-section connects the tower to 
off-site parking facilities.
 The developers emphasize the choice of 
location for the project. It is in proximity 
to hotels and airports, as well as to the 
Jebel (Jabal) Ali Free Zone in neighbor-
ing Dubai, which houses the Middle East’s 
largest seaport. Also emphasized is its con-
nection to the surrounding road network 
and its multi-story car parking facilities, 
which can handle about 8,500 vehicles. 

Abu Dhabi 
National 
Exhibition 
Center (ADNEC), 
Abu Dhabi City, 
Abu Dhabi, 
United Arab 
Emirates



Figures 12.11.1–12.11.3. The Abu Dhabi National Exhibition 
Center includes a leaning, free-flowing 35-story building as 
its signature element. Curving aluminum panels supported 
on steel framing extend to connect the building with the 
nearby grandstand, providing shade.
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Designed by the British firm Foster + Partners, with the 
United Arab Emirates firm Khatib and Alami as local 
associate architect. Design development has been 
carried out by the Australian firm Woods Bagot.

Under construction.

The Index occupies a plot of almost 2 
hectares within the Dubai International Fi-
nancial District. The $325 million, 80-story, 
328 m high mixed-use tower includes office 
space, shops, as well as 520 luxury apart-
ments. The building’s office and retail parts 
occupy its lower 25 stories and are sepa-
rated from the residential floors by a glazed 
sky lobby. This differentiation is clearly 

articulated on the building exterior. The 
building sits on a landscaped plinth that 
incorporates reflecting pools as well as a 
monumental four-story foyer area.
 The building’s architectural composition 
clearly expresses its structural system. It 
incorporates four large tapering A-frame 
“fins,” with a protruding mass at each of its 
western and eastern ends buttressing the 
side fins. These fins are spaced at an inter-
val of 27 m and provide column-free bays to 
allow for flexibility in the division of floors.
 The building is arranged along an east-
west axis and incorporates sun shades along 
the southern exposure.

The Index (also 
referred to as 
One Central 
Park), Dubai, 
United Arab 
Emirates



Figures 12.12.1–12.12.4. The 
exterior of the Index expresses 
the differentiation between its 
commercial and residential floors 
as well as its structural system. It 
incorporates four large A-frame 
“fins” with a protruding mass 
buttressing each of the side fins.
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Designed by Iraqi-born British architect Zaha Hadid and 
Patrik Schumacher of Zaha Hadid Architects.

Designed in 2006. The project podium was constructed in 
2007, but the project itself remains unbuilt.

This project is the winning design for a com-
petition that the project developers, Dubai 
Properties, organized. In addition to Zaha 
Hadid Architects, Thom Mayne of Morpho-
sis Architects and Reiser + Umemoto RUR 
Architecture from the United States and 
Rem Koolhaas’ Office of Metropolitan Ar-
chitects from the Netherlands were invited 
to submit designs.
 The project occupies a prominent and 
central location in Dubai’s Business Bay, the 
600-hectare development located along the 
extension of Dubai Creek. The architects de-
signed the project site to include a circular 
podium that is partly built within the Dubai 
Creek extension.
 The 560,000 m2 project consists of three 
towers that offer the increasingly com-
mon combination of office, apartment, and 
hotel space, with the hotel tower located 
in the middle. The towers share a base that 

houses a retail area, a banquet hall for the 
hotel, and parking for the apartments. Four 
basement levels with service and parking 
facilities are located beneath this podium 
level. The hotel and office towers connect at 
the seventh floor, where the hotel’s busi-
ness center is located in the office tower. 
The hotel and residential towers meet at the 
38th floor so that the apartment residents 
are able to use some of the hotel’s ameni-
ties, including its swimming pool.
 In its publicity materials, the developer 
presents the project as one that “will repre-
sent an inimitable interpretation of archi-
tectural excellence in Dubai that no other 
city has dared to dream,” and it symbolizes 
a “new phase in Dubai’s architectural stan-
dards.” In terms of design, the project has 
been described as one that “features a ‘cho-
reographed’ fluidity that combines three 
towers in one overall gesture.” The devel-
oper presents the buildings’ dynamic, fluid, 
and intertwined composition as an architec-
tural tour de force and also as a feature that 
serves to maximize views of Dubai Creek 
and other surrounding developments. 

Business Bay 
Signature 
Towers (Dancing 
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Business Bay, 
Dubai, United 
Arab Emirates



Figures 12.13.1–12.13.3. The 
Business Bay Towers occupy a 
prominent position in Dubai’s 
newly planned Business Bay 
District. The project’s three tow-
ers present a highly dynamic and 
fluid intertwined composition.
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Designed by the Canadian architectural engineering firm 
NORR Group, with Hong Kong–born Canadian architect 
Hazel Wong as lead architect.

Completed in 2000.

The Emirates Towers complex consists of 
two buildings, one housing offices and the 
other a hotel, as well as a two-story retail 
complex connecting the two buildings and 
parking structures. The various components 
are linked by an internal ring-road that en-
circles the project’s 17-hectare site. The site 
is set back from the Shaykh Zayed Road, 
which connects Dubai and Abu Dhabi, and 
is one of the United Arab Emirates’ most 
heavily used traffic arteries.
 The taller of the two buildings reaches a 
height of more than 350 m, and the shorter 
one 309 m. The taller building has 56 sto-
ries, which is only 2 more than the number 
of stories in the shorter building even 
though the difference in height is more 
than 40 m. At one point the taller tower 
was the tallest in the Middle East and Eu-
rope and one of the 10 tallest in the world. 
The office tower has a built-up area of more 
than 68,000 m2, with each floor occupying 
a column-free area of more than 1,300 m2. 
The hotel tower has a built-up area of more 
than 50,000 m2 and includes about 400 
rooms and a 31-story glazed atrium.
 In plan, each of the two towers is in the 
shape of an equilateral triangle. In form, 

each tower is a projection of the triangle 
that tapers off to a point at the top, thus 
transforming the two three-sided mono-
liths into pyramids at their pinnacles. The 
buildings are clad in aluminum panels and 
articulated with copper and silver reflective 
glass. The result is two prisms that provide 
dynamic reflections of the sunlight and cre-
ate a constantly shifting sculptural arrange-
ment, depending on the time of day and on 
the location from which they are viewed.
 The architect describes her choice of the 
triangle as one “evocative of Islamic culture: 
in the pattern of a triangle, the points 
represent the earth, the sun, and the moon. 
And recurring circle elements in the tower, 
at the base and at the top, echo the circle of 
the ‘timeless whole,’ which means eternity 
in the Islamic context. So, very subtly, the 
Islamic culture is integrated.”
 The connection of the complex to Islamic 
architecture is debatable, but it nonetheless 
remains a high-quality work of architecture 
that has come to be closely and intrinsically 
identified with Dubai. Along with a small 
group of buildings including Burj Al Arab, 
Emirates Towers has emerged as an archi-
tectural symbol of Dubai, and it probably 
will continue as such even as new build-
ings such as Burj Khalifa join that group. 
Emirates Towers provide a very elegant and 
restrained work in a city where the architec-
ture of excess is commonplace. 

Emirates Towers, 
Dubai, United 
Arab Emirates



Figures 12.14.1–12.14.3. The two 
buildings of Emirates Towers, with 
their simple, elegant forms, have 
emerged as a main architectural 
symbol of Dubai, an impressive ac-
complishment in a city that has been 
the scene of frantic building activity.
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Designed by Rem Koolhaas and Fernando Donis of the 
Dutch Office for Metropolitan Architecture (OMA) in 
association with the German Porsche Design Studio.

Designed in 2006, but remains unbuilt.

The Porsche Design Towers occupy a water-
front property in Dubai’s Business Bay Dis-
trict. The complex consists of two adjacent 
buildings 80 m high: a 32,000 m2 residential 
building and an 85,000 m2 office and retail 
building, both occupying a site of 12,400 
m2. The office building is rectangular in plan 
and will have a footprint of 120 × 50 m. The 
residential tower is circular in plan and will 
have a diameter of 60 m.
 The spaces of the office tower are re-
cessed within protective wings that provide 
shade so as to reduce heat gain from the 

sun. The residential building includes an 
atrium extending along its full height to 
provide natural air circulation as well as 
natural lighting.
 The office and retail building will also 
contain recreational spaces and parking. 
The residential building incorporates 
a sunken plaza with retail spaces and 
cafés.
 The Porsche Design Towers is one of 
a number of projects that OMA recently 
has taken on in the Middle East. OMA is 
responsible for designing the two build-
ings, while Porsche Design Studio, which 
was established by Ferdinand Alexander 
Porsche in 1972, is taking on a consult-
ing role in designing the exterior and is 
responsible for designing the interior. 

Porsche Design 
Towers (Porsche 
I and II), Business 
Bay, Dubai, 
United Arab 
Emirates



Figures 12.15.1–12.15.4. The Porsche Design Towers consist of 
a cylindrical residential building juxtaposed against a larger 
cubic office and retail building. The two buildings feature 
natural energy-saving devices. wings that create a recessed 
shaded area for the office and retail building, and an inte-
rior full-height atrium that allows for natural air circulation 
and natural lighting in the residential building.
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Designed by the American firm Skidmore, Owings & Merrill 
(SOM). The lead architect was Adrian Smith, who left 
SOM in 2006 to start his own architectural firm.

Completed in 2009 (inaugurated on January 4, 2010).

Burj Khalifa, on which construction was 
begun in 2004, has been planned as the 
world’s tallest building. Its developer, 
Emaar Properties, would not reveal its exact 
height during the design and construction 
phases, and kept it a closely guarded secret 
considering that there are other contenders 
for the title around the world. However, it 
was anticipated early on that the structure 
would exceed a height of 800 m, would 
include about 160 stories, and would have  
a total built-up area of about 500,000 m2 
(the final height turned out to be 828 m).
 The building, which is located off Dubai’s 
busy Shaykh Zayed Road, is at the center  
of a large mixed-use development of about 
220 hectares that will include 30,000 
homes, hotels, parks, residential tow-
ers, a lake, and the Dubai Mall. The mall, 
which will cover the equivalent of 50 soccer 
fields, will be the world’s largest. The whole 
development is expected to cost about $20 
billion, while Burj Khalifa has cost about 
$1.5 billion.
 The architects have presented the build-
ing as one inspired by the composition of 
the Hymenocallis flower (Spider Lily), and 
they state that it also incorporates patterns 
found within Islamic architecture.
 The building’s structural concrete is 
described as resembling a fat Y in section. 
It has a stepped-back profile in order to 
reduce wind forces and structural stress, 
and consequently it has about 15 groups 

of similarly shaped floors arranged in a 
stepping spiral manner.
 Burj Khalifa includes a hotel that will 
occupy its first 37 stories. The remaining 
floors include offices and apartments. 
The developer states that the apartments 
were sold within hours of being put on 
the market.
 The building boasts the world’s fast-
est elevators with a speed of 65 km per 
hour (18 m per second). Other statistics 
provided state that its water system will 
supply almost a million liters of water ev-
ery day and that it requires its own single 
11,000-volt power line. It also boasts the 
world’s highest mosque (located on the 
158th floor) and highest swimming pool 
(located on the 76th floor).
 Not surprisingly, Burj Khalifa has 
become Dubai’s best-known structure. 
It has received intense international 
media coverage that has addressed a wide 
variety of issues including its design, 
technical specifications, cost, construc-
tion delays, and disputes with the labor-
ers involved in its construction.
 The structure was renamed Burj 
Khalifa upon its inauguration, after 
Shaykh Khalifa Al Nahyan, the emir of 
Abu Dhabi and president of the United 
Arab Emirates. The renaming was an 
acknowledgment of the financial support 
that Abu Dhabi provided Dubai following 
the 2008–2009 international financial 
crisis. The crisis had a strong negative 
impact on Dubai and forced a number of 
its large state-led real estate development 
corporations to request extensions on 
their debt payments. 

Burj Khalifa 
(known as Burj 
Dubai before its 
inauguration), 
Dubai, United 
Arab Emirates



Figures 12.16.1–12.16.3. At over 800 m in height 
and including about 160 stories, Burj Khalifa is 
the world’s tallest building. It consists of about 
15 groups of similarly shaped floors arranged 
in a stepping spiral manner in order to reduce 
wind forces and structural stress.




