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The National Museum of Bahrain
Manama, Bahrain

ntroduction
K The National Museum of
Bahrain was intended to be the
first phase of the Civic Centre
complex at the intersection of
two major highways which con-
nect the centre to the old city of
Mubharraq and the modern town
centre. Due to economics, other
buildings of the Civic Centre
have not been built. The idea to
build a national museum in a
better location within a civic
centre came from the govern-
ment of Bahrain through the
Ministry of Information. The
former museum in Muharrag
could no longer hold and prop-
erly exhibit the collection, due
to new findings of rich archago-
logical sites in Bahrain.
With the assistance of the In-
ternational Council of Muse-
ums, the programme was for-
mulzated, and the KHRAS ar
chitectural firm was appointad
to design the new Civic Centre
complex. The museum com-
plex consists of an exhibition
block, a curatorial block and an
open arcade. The exhibition
block includes four half cube
boxes joined by a large foyer,
which connects the curatorial
sector at its eastemn end. The
musenm lagoon defines its bor-
der with the sea. It occupies a
12.05 hectare plot of land and
atotal of 22 400 square metres
of floor area with lar ge outdoor
exhibition spaces. This build-
ing sets a new standard in mu-
seum climatic and security con-
trol systems in the Gulf area.
Irts strategic position near the
water has amplified its sculp-
tural effect, making it a land-
mark in Bshrain.

Architect:

The architects, Holscher and
Axelsson of KHRAS of Den-
mark. have attempted to trans-
late distinctive local and re-
gional architectural features
into the museum design. They
consider the introspective tra-
dition a distinctive feature and
translate it into simple facades
cen the museum. They also
found that Euclidean geometry,
the courtyard, and interior illu-
mination could be included as
the essentizl elements of the ex-
pression. In this way there are
no conflicts between the west-
ern architectyral tradition and
that of Arabic culture, Adirect
translation of architectural fea-
tures would be dangerous, re-
sulting in a shallow interpreta-
tion of local culture.
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This building bas set a high
standard for museum typology
in the Gulf area. It has provided
sound conditions for the activi-
ties of exhibition, cultural com-
muonication, research, recrea-
tion and education. It raises
Bahrain's image as a cuiturally
conscious country, that attempts
to have the best building to pre-
serve its heritage. Yt its suc-
cess af redefining the architec-
tural tradition of this region
cannot be judged at present.
Historical background
Babrair: means the place where
the waters of the land meet the
sea. The main island of Bahrain
is about the size of Singapore.
The site of the National Museum
is at the crossing of Muharraq
Causeway which connects with

u Muharrag old town, and the al

Fateh Highway. The museum
stands near the coast. In this
way the sea and the land, and the
buiiding of a lagoon and pools
of fresh water, can indirectly ex-
press the meaning of Bahrain
both as the juncture of two wa-
ters and the intersection of the
old and rew. From the sea, the
museum becomes a showcase
with many tall buildings behind
it as background.

Bahrainis are good sailors and
fishermen, still using tradi-
tional dhows. Between Mana-
ma and Muharrag there is a
dhow village.

Bahraines economy as well as its
recent architectural expression
are affected by those of theWast.
Local architeciure
Development marks the
townscape of Manrama, the
present capital of Bahrain, with
many tall buildings  visible.
Most of them consist of simple
glass boxes. Some of them ap-
pear to have an association with
the past architectural expres-
sion of Bahraini houses. In
Muharrag old town one can
find some old Bahraini houses.
They consist of 2 series of
courtyards with several rooms
organised around them. Each
courtyard defines one major
group such as servants, guests,
women, or children, The house
plans are rectangtlar . There are
winter quarters and summer
guarters. The summer quarters
usually have a tower which di-
rects the wind, flowing down
to the room beneath it. The ex-
terior of these houses is usually
plain with somewindows
which have screens or shutters
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called mashrabiyyah. The walls
are thick and are of lirmestone
with local mortar.

As climatic conditions can now
be overcome by affordable me-
chanical meaus, fewer people
buijld houses according to the
old system. This is why new
houses are seldom eguippe
with wind towers. The use of
summer and winter quartess
appesr to be fess relevant today .
The attempt to redefine
Bahrafni architecture prevails
in sorae buildings, such as a lo-
cal restazrant which has revived
the wind tower as its symbol.
Etimate

The Island of Bahrain has high
humidity throughout the year.
The average monthly tempera-
ture from May to October 1s 28
degrees centigrade, while from
December o March itis 21 de-
zrees centigrade.

Desert conditions bring bright
sunlight and form a sharp con-
trast to the blue sea and sky. Al-
though rainfall averages only
three inches per year, it occurs

only in the winter

Bahrain is filled with fertite oa-
ses where dates and grain can
grow properly.

sSite

The museom stands on flat land
with its back toward the sea. Its
entry faces Manama. The loca-
tion is covered with sand which
reflects the bright sun. Two
buildings have recently been
completed near the museum: an
art gallery and the Aswani Res-
taurant. They are one storey
buildings. The restaurant re-
semnhles the traditional Bahraini
wind tower house, with three
towers at its corners.
Topography

The location of the museum i3
on reclaimed land, which

-
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gradually ascends from sea
level up toward the interior part
of Manama. The boundary of
the site with the sea has been
safeguarded by slope protec-
tion. The existing seabed has
been deepened to resist shallow
tidal zones around the site.
Pragramme

Rich archaeological artifacts re-
cently excavated in Bahrain,
couid no longer be properly kept
in the old museum at Muharrag.
This situation gave rise fo the
idea of having a proper museum
for exhibitions, and for explor-
ing the Bahraini cultural herit-
age in a more strategic place, and
t0 leave the old museum as part
of this heritage. This idea was in-
tegrated into the plan to estab-
lish a civic centre by the govern-
ment of Bahrain represented by
the Ministry of Information, on
a strategic seafront site at the

intersection of Mukarraq Cause-
way and Highway 37. This civic
centre would embrace a national
DUSEUM, 2 CONgress complex, a
library. 2 planetarium and an
aquarium. After the government
appointed KHRAS as the archi-
tectural firm to carry out the de-
sign, the architects formulated
the programme through inten-
sive contact with His Excellercy
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the Minister of Information,
Tarig al Moayed, Shaikha Haya
al-Khalifa, and other govern-
mental agencies. '
Advisers from the Intemnational
Council of Museumns (ICOM)
evaluated and discussed the
layout during the early stages
of the programming. The team
of architects presented the mas-
ter plan for the Civic Centre
and the feasibility study of the
National Museum in May of
1982. They had developed the
design in stages and presented
the preliminary design in Oc-
tober 1982. They had submit-
ted the draft of a detailed de-
sign including two models in
Tune 1983, and had completed
the tender documents in No-
vember 1983. The National
Museum comprises a museum
complex and the Directorate of
Antiquities. The museumcom-

plex organizes exhibitions and
education and curatorial activi-
ties. The Directorate manages
the administrative programme.
The museumn complex contains
four exhibition buildings
juined by a foyer with a shop,
a cafeferia, a classyoom. and a
gallery. The Directorate wing
includes offices, curatorial
space ,collection storage, and
iaboratories.

General objectives

The main objectives are, to cre-
ate a new place for the public to
appreciate culture, art and read-
ing, which acts as a landmark
of Manama, to house and exhibit
the rich cuttural heritage of Bah-
rain, to educate Bahrainis to ap-
preciate their own calture, and
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to popularise museums as cen-
tres of social communication.
Functional require-
ments
The museum complex contains
exhibition halls for archaeol-
ogy, ethnolegy. historical
documents, natural history, and
fine arts. It has facilities such
as a fover, lectore room, work-
shop, audiovisual room, shops,
cafeteria, and outdoor exhibi-
tion space. It provides ample
storage space and curatorial fa-
cilities which include work
spaces, collection storage.
laboratories, and a plantroom.
It sets strict requirements in
climatic control and has the
most recent alarm systems and
security measures.
Design concepts
The architects were aware of the
difficulty in adapting to a cul-
ture whose attitude toward
space, form and ormamentation
was distinctive. Yet they have
based their design upon local
tradition. In this regard,the ar -
chitects attempted to aveid a su-
perficial adaptation: of Islamic
architectural attributes layered
over a western style of build-
ing. They found that the prob-
lem was confining the areas in
which both tradifions, eastern
and western, meet and that in-
trospection is the most essential
principle of Islam, exemplified
in many monumental works
masrked by self-effacing exteri-
ors. As they say One must look
inward behind the surface,
where Islamic architecture un-
folds in a wealth of varied and
often surprising spatial se-
quences, a sophisticated control
of strong daylight and ormamen-
tation that is always subordinate
to the primary spatial expres-
sion.” They also found that ge-
ometry plays a significant role
in the Arabic spatial pattern.
They believe that gecmeiric
spatial form is rooted in Islam
-and it should be employed in
museum design. Architecture in
the Islamic world should aveid
flamboyant expression, it is the
unpretentious functional frame-
work that determines the ap-

pearance . Colours are seldom
used to express character in Is-
lamic architecture. The archi-
tects used these principles,
which they considered consist-
ent with their own western ar-
chitectural tradition.
Materials and tech-
nology

A rigid frame was chosen as the
main structural system rather
than a traditional bearing wall

structure due to the rapid con-
struction schedule and the scale
of parts of the building. The ar-
chitects avoided external con-
crete work because of the
sajtladen air, quality control
and the possibility of spalling
problems. The standard for
keeping vapour barriers intact
to prevent condensagion be-
tween hot humid external cli-
mate and cool dry interior con-
dition, determined the selection
of materials and technology.
The materials and technology
employed in each building part
are as follows:
Foundations:
In-situ reinforced concrete py-
lons through sand to bedrock
level. Reinforced concrete
ground beams spanning be-
tween pile caps.
Principal stroctural members:
Steel frame with sprayed fire
protective material. Corrugated
steel plate decking as formwork
to in-situ concrete flooring.
Infill;
Travertine marble on anchor
support system. Cavity con-
crete block walling restrained
by structural frame. Continucus
high performance membrane/
vapour barrier . Inert insulation

cavity. Internal block walling
and applied finish. Rendering
of facade or exterior finishes:
travertine facades ona 1,200 =
600 millimetre modular grid on
anchor support svstem. Internal
courtyards finished in glass fi-
bre einforced render.

Floors:

Italian marble finish for foyer.
Treated beech timber floor for
xhibition galleries,

Ceilings:

Exhibition galleries use open
grid aluminium profile system
with anodized finish. Foyer em-
ploys a curved perforated alu-
minium plate system with pow-
der coat paint finish. General
ceiling uses perforated steel tile
with powder coat finish.
Roofing:

Inverted roof employs stone fin-
ish with continvous filter layer.
General roof has three layer mem-
brane / vapour barrier system.
150mm nim, inert insulation.
Other elements:

Aluminium sunscreens engrav-
ings in various materials, art
work incorporating Islamic de-
signt by local crafismen.
Functional assessment
The building has achieved the
designers’ original objective in
that it acts as a landmark for
Bahrain as one enters Manama
from the causeway. Its ample
exhibition space provides many
opportunities for museum per-
sonnel 10 organise exhibitions.
The foyer becomes a strong
spine to accommodate crowds.
It has served a more flexible
function and has offered many
possibilities for temporary ex-
hibitions. Spacious main stor-

age areas, suf ficient collection
storage, adequate repair facili-
ties, and effective work stations
for the museum staff have en-
hanced the quality of the work-
ing environment. The outdoor
exhibition space has accommo-
dated some festivals. By circu-
lating the water and evaporat-
ing it through fountains, a com-
fortable outdoor environment
has been created.

Climatic Performance
A museum must maintain a
constant temperature and hi-
midity level through climatic
control. The air conditioning
device works well in this re-
gard. The massive isulation of
the wall surface helps reduce
the toad on the mechanical sys-
tem. Qutdoor water channels
and fountains have also re-
duced the heat load.

Design features

The refiecting pool around the,
museurn is a dramatic enhance-
ment. The Arcade has not
achieved the architects’ inten-
tion, as very few people gather
there. Perhaps this feature will
work well if the whole Civic
Center complex is completed.
Window screens on the office
sectorrecal] the "mashrabiyyah”
and work well as a filtre for
strong daylight and as a privacy
control device. ¥




