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Modernity, Miniskirts and
Cladding in Manama
Noura Al Sayeh

It happened sometime in the 1960s; a fleeting moment of apparent
and extroverted modernity. Women were wearing miniskirts in the
midst of the souk in Manama. You could see them posing in front
of the modern buildings, their facades made of structural shading
devices of all manner and shapes, in a style that was called interna-
tional but that responded to the climatic specificities of its location.

Until the late 1930s, buildings had been built with the resourges
that were readily available, mainly coral stone from the sea, denchal
wooden trunks imported from India, bamboo mats for the celling,
and saban shelis for the flooring of courtyards. The coral stone with
its porous structure provided a climatic barrier towards the harsh
climate, much like the traditional clothing of the time.

For more than two decades from the early 1950s to the late 1970s,
the beginning of a modernist project was being drawn in Bahrain. The
discovery of oil, in the southern desert region of the country, ushered
the creation of Bapco, the oil company that transformed the pearl
divers into blue-collar workers and introduced labor laws and labor
unions, legislating and formalizing the workforce. International style
buildings appeared mostly in the form of hotel chains, and banks. They
also housed the ministerial and governmental buildings that were
needed for the newly independent state of Bahrain that was declared
on the 156th of August, 1971, Following independence, the seeds of o
nation-building project were being initiated with the establishment of
government schools, public hospitals and healthcare. The flourishing
of the local theater movement, cinemas and arts education ushered
in an openness that made Bahrain an intellectual and cultural focal
point within the Gulf region.

in the mid 1980s, as the traces of and aspirations for modernity
gradually disappeared, the skirts also grew longer. The modernist
buildings were replaced by the first skyscrapers to make their mark
on the Manama skyline. The aptly named Bahrain Tower, the first sky-
scraper to be built, was clad in green traverting with minimal openings
that shielded the offices from the harsh sunlight. The tower repre-
sented the ambition and affirmation of the country to move beyond an
oil-based economy, with significant efforts made to diversify towards
the banking industry and socon after to real estate.

Cladding was a trend for the "new" and progressive architecture,
Although started in noble materials, it ushered the beginning of the
end of adequacy between facade and interior. The green marble and
traverting of the 1980s and early 1990s were slowly replaced by
aluminum cladding sometime in the mid 1990s, two decades after
the creation of ALBA, one of the world's largest aluminum smelters.

The wide-scale use of cladding reduced the understanding and
practice of architecture to the last layers of outer expression of a
fagade, a shortcut that was aptly suited for the architecture of the
booming real estate market from the early 1390s to the 2000s.

The negotiation between modernity and local traditions was never
fully resolved; modernity became on the one hand the scapegoat of
wasternization, and on the other an over-optimized promise, often
wrongfully reduced to the fength of a hemline. The fact that its traces
are difficult to identify today, strengthen the idea that it was mostly
assimilated as a stylistic movement rather than as a political project;
never completely absorbed and only partially consumed.
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