
How Architecture Made Dubai: A Stanford
Study in Middle Eastern and Islamic Influence
Dubai, a city known for its awe-inspiring skyline, luxurious hotels, and futuristic
architecture, has become an international symbol of modernity and extravagance.
But have you ever wondered how this ambitious metropolis came to be? What
inspired its rapid development and unique architectural styles? Stanford
University recently conducted a groundbreaking study that sheds light on the role
of architecture in shaping Dubai's identity, particularly its strong ties to Middle
Eastern and Islamic influences.

The Rise of Dubai: From Desert to Urban Oasis

Before we delve into the fascinating study conducted by Stanford researchers,
let's take a brief look at the rise of Dubai. Once a small fishing village, Dubai
underwent a dramatic transformation in the later half of the 20th century, largely
due to the vision and foresight of its leaders.

With abundant reserves of oil discovered in the region, Dubai saw an opportunity
to diversify its economy and become a thriving global hub for trade, tourism, and
finance. As infrastructure development took center stage, a parallel emphasis
was placed on creating iconic architectural marvels that would set Dubai apart
from any other city in the world.
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Stanford's Study: Unveiling the Architectural Influences

Stanford University's study, led by Professor Jacqueline Williamson-Brown, aimed
to explore the diverse array of architectural styles found in Dubai and examine
their roots in Middle Eastern and Islamic culture. The researchers conducted
extensive fieldwork, examined historical records, and interviewed prominent
architects, urban planners, and local residents.

What they uncovered was a tapestry of architectural influences that have helped
shape Dubai's urban landscape. From the wind towers of traditional Emirati
architecture to the intricate geometric patterns of Islamic art, each design element
tells a story of cultural heritage and contemporary innovation.

Islamic Influence: Fusing Tradition with Modernity

Islamic architecture has long been revered for its adherence to aesthetic
principles and reverence for nature. In Dubai, this influence can be seen in iconic
structures such as the Burj Khalifa, the world's tallest building. The geometric
patterns adorning the exterior of the tower are reminiscent of traditional Islamic
art, while the soaring height represents the city's desire to leave a lasting mark on
the world stage.
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Furthermore, Stanford's study highlights how Islamic principles of symmetry,
balance, and harmony resonate throughout Dubai's urban planning. From the
layout of neighborhoods to the meticulous attention to detail in public spaces, the
city strives to create an environment conducive to a sense of tranquility and
beauty.

Middle Eastern Influence: Celebrating the Desertscape

Dubai's unique geographical location in the Arabian Desert has played a
significant role in shaping its architecture. Middle Eastern influences, particularly
elements of traditional Arab architecture, can be seen in various structures across
the city.

Wind towers, known as "barajeel" in Arabic, have been a staple architectural
feature in Dubai for centuries. These structures harness the natural cooling
properties of wind to create a comfortable interior environment even in the
scorching desert heat. Many modern buildings in Dubai incorporate this traditional
design element as a tribute to the city's rich heritage.

Additionally, the use of traditional materials, such as coral, gypsum, and
limestone, has become an integral part of Dubai's architectural language. The
incorporation of these natural materials not only pays homage to the region's
historic architecture but also helps to keep the city connected to its surrounding
landscape.

Dubai's Architectural Masterpieces

Beyond the rich cultural influences, Dubai is home to several architectural
masterpieces that have captured the world's attention. Let's explore a few of
these iconic structures:

1. Burj Khalifa



The Burj Khalifa needs no . Standing at a staggering height of 828 meters, this
record-breaking skyscraper embodies Dubai's ambition and boldness. Designed
by Adrian Smith of the architecture firm Skidmore, Owings & Merrill, the Burj
Khalifa is a testament to the city's commitment to pushing boundaries and
redefining what is possible in architecture.

2. Palm Jumeirah

The Palm Jumeirah, an artificial archipelago in the shape of a palm tree, is an
engineering marvel that showcases Dubai's innovative spirit. Created by land
reclamation, the Palm Jumeirah has become a luxurious haven, housing upscale
hotels, resorts, and residences.

3. Sheikh Zayed Grand Mosque

Located in neighboring Abu Dhabi, the Sheikh Zayed Grand Mosque is a stunning
architectural masterpiece. The mosque's pure white structure is adorned with
intricate floral designs, calligraphy, and elaborate chandeliers, creating a serene
and spiritual ambiance.

The Future of Dubai's Architecture

As Dubai continues to evolve and expand, the question arises: What does the
future hold for its architectural landscape? Stanford's study suggests that a
growing emphasis on sustainable design and preservation of cultural heritage will
shape the city's future architectural endeavors.

With rising concerns about environmental impact and the need for sustainable
urban development, Dubai is making efforts to integrate green spaces, renewable
energy solutions, and eco-friendly materials into its architectural fabric. This shift
aims to ensure a more harmonious coexistence between the city's rapid growth
and its surrounding natural environment.



Furthermore, the preservation of cultural heritage is becoming a priority in Dubai's
architectural vision. Renovation projects and adaptive reuse of historic buildings
are gaining momentum, demonstrating a collective commitment to maintaining a
connection with the past while embracing the future.

Stanford University's groundbreaking study on Dubai's architecture offers
valuable insights into the city's evolution and its deep-rooted ties to Middle
Eastern and Islamic influences. Dubai's unique blend of tradition and modernity,
showcased through its architectural masterpieces, has firmly established it as a
global symbol of innovation and ambition.

As the city continues to push the boundaries of architecture, it remains committed
to sustainable practices and the preservation of its cultural heritage. Dubai's
architectural journey serves as an inspiration for cities around the world,
demonstrating the transformative power of design and the ability to shape not just
skylines, but also the identity of a city.
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Staggering skylines and boastful architecture make Dubai famous—this book
traces them back to a twentieth-century plan for survival.

In 1959, experts agreed that if Dubai was to become something more than an
unruly port, a plan was needed. Specifically, a town plan was prescribed to fortify
the city from obscurity and disorder. With the proverbial handshake, Dubai's ruler
hired British architect John Harris to design Dubai's strategy for capturing the
world's attention—and then its investments.

Showpiece City recounts the story of how Harris and other hired professionals
planned Dubai's spectacular transformation through the 1970s. Drawing on
exclusive interviews, private archives, dog-eared photographs, and previously
overlooked government documents, Todd Reisz reveals the braggadocio and
persistence that sold Dubai as a profitable business plan. Architecture made that
plan something to behold. Reisz highlights initial architectural achievements—
including the city's first hospital, national bank, and skyscraper—designed as
showpieces to proclaim Dubai's place on the world stage.

Reisz explores the overlooked history of a skyline that did not simply rise from the
sands. In the city's earliest modern architecture, he finds the foundations of an
urban survival strategy of debt-wielding brinkmanship and constant pitch making.
Dubai became a testing ground for the global city—and prefigured how
urbanization now happens everywhere.
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