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General view of Corderie dell'Arsenale during the opening of the 14™ International Architecture Exhibition.
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The Gaggiandre venue at the 14 International Architecture Exhibition.

of Pl (b s 2l 5 e s b 186
e lasdl 9o dded iyl e IS s ghain
salle slazel xllal ylasll b 8 &bl
231yl Q_9 09 B3390 bLA)Ig Tilas> a2l

«)g.auLMb_‘w ST alace

|)49|L>J&M19AWQQS)L“‘AH sl
53 Jlre 5 3l anwd Tyl ulgsS
f&lugg‘oy\”luo)bulwm)wl
Sodsdl s ny ngall b b cobss
Looyedl Lyl b coalul gl oyl of
(B o 37 Lgswo zlyo «(1918-1914)
gy el w.udl (Q_”&J' 3adg plsa sgis
)Lu..>| 4_,0)9 wa o)_& wgw p.”sz” Jg.&
g,g,”_‘.ulg g 3 é,&_” ;.)_)_Q_H Jeladdl
elgw I s TS_UJS“_Q J;asﬂ‘ 9o Qe

UCLJILA L:_)lSL>O_9d_J9n.b soldes ale
sacls gl o3l el e sae jlusl
A9 . u.]m;.kuu@gu_np_”&ﬂ 4.)9)0_].0
olylayl Q_9 L‘BQJLQ Lg:>9 C_yol (Olgiw d3c
doghll daldy Bgyme gag Basuall gyl
co35aall @ laeaS o Ul STl auld g Al
Basall Lyl el ylal ngSll 8yall yly 288
a1 2008 /2007 plall u_e 299 2004 ple
S (31 e 5 33 ¢ 93 al sy

pla®il Lol s 280

oo« Jes y3m ¢ gydnn Jaay ol 384 o IS
olle pind sl e pisn Ju0 6,5 i Lo
WS Jo> deldanil il Islad e
1,5 4.)')_9 9&—9,‘_‘“) Q_‘H wdd=dl» 0 o.\_>|9
elly Gasd u| oSXaall pa Sg . o i yodla
sizmy 3] o ayall pddsidly as b B35 Bglasil
e Bydaie whladl 3 Slall ol elelsS
Z39a3 53855 Y G s loing doli d>Luo
Sl degrally (amy (o Lgaasy L oydll e L3l
) )l Lgoliss

Jac @3l 3033 Jolis Bylasa LulglsS @
iSa 309 yuwba 540 (21550 300 pa olba
d’a.m.” h))ﬁg d ylamall dwacgl QLJQJQM
0935 p ol oMl slasall @ taee of
;.L/.Jl x_A_99 e J_o_: b _)K_Q)” C‘)_oﬂ L‘Bg
dslasall dwangll Ladgygyin oo Hylin 889

not about architects and their buildings, but about a big
idea that he calls “Absorbing Modernity, 1914-2014;” in other
words, how the last century created and adopted modernity
in its architecture.

He has asked all the national pavilions at the Biennale to
consider the same question for their countries, “to show,
each in their own way, the process of erasure of national
characteristics in architecture in favour of the almost
universal adoption of a single modern language and a single
repertoire of typologies - a more complex process than we
typically recognise.”

Such is Koolhaas’s prestige, they have all agreed. But
it is also a timely subject. For Westerners, this is the
centenary of the outbreak of the European war (1914-18)
that left at least 37 million dead and gave birth in great
pain to the modern world. For the rest of the world, itis
an opportunity to examine how the interaction with the
West has changed their environment and living patterns,
for good and for ill.

Koolhaas has direct experience of being in more than one
culture, of seeing the world from more than one viewpoint,
because as a child he lived in Djakarta. Years later, his

Ca' Giustinian venue external oview.
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Padiglione Centrale venue at the exhibition.

ecently, an exhibition in Abu Dhabi’s

iconic Qasr al Hosn building has been

showing a project that goes to the heart
of Emirati families: the private, informal
photographs taken by its citizens depicting the
stories of their lives since the unification of
the country. This exhibition culminates with
the launch of a book, which is scheduled for
release in autumn, but by happy coincidence,
this enterprise, begun with her students at
Zayed University by Dr Michele Bambling, has
also blossomed into the UAE’s first presence at
the prestigious 14™ International Architecture
Exhibition at the Venice Biennale.

It meshes perfectly with the theme this year,
given to it by its curator, the world famous Dutch
architect Remment (always known as Rem)
Koolhaas, who has been ranked by Time magazine
among the world’s 100 most influential people.

He thinks contemporary architecture is in pretty
bad health, so he has chosen his Biennale to be,
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Italian Pavilion at Corderie dell'Arsenale.
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Turkey Pavilion installation at Corderie dell'Arsenale.

2014 Biennale Architecture exhibition 'fundamentals’ lecture venue.
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lean, tall figure, always dressed in the grey or
black uniform of the intellectual, has become a
familiar figure in the UAE, which he visited for
the first time in 2004 and where in 2007/8 he did
a masterplan for Nakheel that unfortunately was
one of the many victims of the financial crisis.

This was to have been a 6.5 square mile,
Manhattan-like complex of interconnected
artificial islands that would have curved round
one side of the Palm and housed 1.5m people.
It might have been revolutionary for Dubai and
the Gulf, where Koolhaas believes that buildings
are too spread out and do not provide the dense
and varied neighbourhoods that a city needs.

He is a global architect, with 300 staff in
his practice, which is known as OMA (Office
for Metropolitan Architecture). But you may
have noticed that some of the most illustrious
architects today seem to spend at least as much
time on ideas as building. OMA puts in for
architectural competitions all over the world
and wins some major ones, such as the Central
Television Tower in Beijing, but many of its
designs remain unbuilt, so his staff get used to
thinking almost philosophically about buildings
and their relationship to society. It is for this
depth of thought that Koolhaas has come to be
considered as much a guru as a builder.

But first, an explanation of how the Venice
Biennale works. The board appoints a curator,
in recent years nearly always a non-Italian
architect or architectural commentator of great
distinction. He (there have been no women
yet) is responsible for choosing a theme, and

President of Biennale Paolo Baratta with architect ¢ director Rem Koolhaas, of this year’s of Biennale.
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The UAE National Pavilion Curatorial team, Dr Michele Bambling, Marco Sosa and Adina Hempel. Ibrahimi Building, Abu Dhabi, 1980s (photograph by Marco Sosa) - part of the “Lest
We Forget” installation. The UAE National Pavilion installation “Lest We Forget: Structures of Memory in the UAE” at the 14th International Architecture Exhibition.
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Dubai World Trade Center, opened 1979. (photograph courtesy of John R Harris and Partners)
part of the “Lest We Forget: Structures of Memory in the UAE” installation.

curating shows in the main building in the
Biennale gardens and in the Arsenale (a word
evolved by the Venetians nearly a 1000 years
ago from dar as-sina’a, to describe where it built
its famous ships).

The nations that have their own pavilions, which
may be actual pavilions in the gardens, or, like
the UAE, a space on long lease in the Arsenale,
or a redundant church hired for the occasion,
an old library, a warehouse - anywhere that
the Venetians can rent out for these lucrative
summer months - put on their national shows.
There is also a mass of exhibitions around the
fringes of the Biennale, some with the official
approval of the authorities, many of them not
on architecture at all, but keen to share in the
general cultural ferment and festivities.

Besides providing the theme for the whole
Biennale, Koolhaas has created an exhibition
titled “Elements of Architecture” which looks
at the most basic parts of a building - the floor,
the ceiling, the bathroom, the window - through
history, up to when they become mechanised
(staircase to escalator) or entwined with digital
reality.

The third aspect of his Biennale is partly a
courtesy to his Italian hosts. Monditalia (Italian
world) is in the Arsenale and is about Italy’s
heritage and story, with a vast historic map
down the great length of this ancient industrial
space, and film, dance, music and theatre in
between the architectural installations.

As Koolhaas says, “This takes Italy with all its
problems but also huge potential, which for
economic but, above all, political reasons it
seems unable to realise, so it is both about the
situation here and the more general kind of
paralysis in the political systems everywhere.”

When you discover that Koolhaas was a film
scriptwriter before he became an architect, it
becomes less surprising that he is including
performing arts in the show. But he has also
wanted to extend the excitement beyond Venice.
Monditalia is staging events with local collaborators
rightdown as far as Sicily, “so that we’ll get a kind
of scan of the whole country and by the end we
shall feel that we have visited it all,” he says.

Taking architectural thinking out of the studio
is a Koolhaas rule - “I think there is life in
architecture”, he says - and what the UAE is doing
for its pavilion fits perfectly with this philosophy.

Bambling, who is its curator, says that the title
of its exhibition, “Lest We Forget: Structures
of Memory in the UAE”, comes from the words
written on a photograph album brought into
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Finish of a camel race, Dubai, 1950. (photograph by Ronald Codral. Courtesy ofCodral Gulf Collection - TCA Abu Dhabi) part of the “Lest We Forget: Structures of Memory in the
UAE” installation.
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Kuwait 's Pavilion ' Acquiring Modernity', at the Biennale.

il

General view of Latvia Pavilion at Corderie dell'Arsenale during the opening of The 14 International Architecture Exhibition.
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“A building has at lcast two lives -
the one imagined by its maker and
the lite it lives atterward - and they

are never the same.” Rem Koolhaas

e Y S s e e ¢ —
| T e g T o

Zayed Sports Stadium, 2014 (photograph courtesy of Marco
Sosa) part of the “Lest We Forget: Structures of Memory in the
UAE” installation.

one of her classes at University by
one of the grand-daughter’s of the late
Sheikh Zayed himself. It was the record
of a visit he made to Africa, with photos
of him holding up babies and talking
to dignitaries. Dr Bambling had been
encouraging her students to bring in
family photos so as to reconstruct and
share the early history of the UAE as
a country, and the initial reluctance
of families to allow this was overcome
when the album of Sheikh Zayed was
shown around.

Thus, what began seven years ago as
a small project in an academic course
on curatorial practice developed into
an archive of visual history, of filmed
interviews and discussions, with 58
families contributing their photos. Since
last October, when Bambling took on
the role of pavilion curator, the nucleus
of a “national monuments record”, a
visual archive of the architecture of a the
country, has also been built up. She is the
first to say that she is neither architect
nor architectural historian (she is an
expert onJapan), but her project on lives
hasled her naturally onto the buildings
in which those people lived.

It includes yellowing snapshots, digital
photos, blueprints, contracts, all the
kinds of things that tend to get lost
just before people realise they will
miss them. She says that she realised
the country was in danger of losing
an important layer of history because,
not only were the traditional buildings
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HH Sheikh Theyab Bin Mohammed Bin Zayed Al Nahyan, trustee of the Salama bint Hamdan Al Nahyan Foundation at the opening of the UAE National Pavilion as part of the 14th International
Architecture Exhibition along with Dr Michele Bambling, Marco Sosa and Adina Hempel, Hanan Sayed Worrell, Advisor to the curatorial team, HE Sheikha Hoor Bint Sultan Al Qasimi, President
and Director of the Sharjah Art Foundation, Dr Salvatore LaSpada, Executive Director, Salama bint Hamdan Al Nahyan Foundation and Khulood Al Atiyat, Manager — Arts, Culture e Heritage

at the Salama bint Hamdan Al Nahyan Foundation.
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them hang latticed panels that remind one of
arish, woven palm fronds. They are beautifully
lit, casting a delicate pattern of shadows.
Behind the walls are drawers that the public
is encouraged to open, each containing a
surprise: different objects, such as coral and a
photograph of a house built of coral, or an old
film of a neighbourhood, or a document. There
is a timeline for the history of architecture
in the Gulf, with its buildings in white and
key international buildings in grey, as well
as markers for major events in the history of
the last 100 years. Projections of Abu Dhabi,
Sharjah and Dubai give visitors who have never
been to the Gulf a sense of place and finally,
there are specially commissioned photographs
of the major buildings in those cities.

This is a exhibition very much in the spirit
of Koolhaas’s own thinking - that so far as
buildings are concerned, human beings come
first, contextisvital and architecture should be
their servant, not master. And because of the
way that it has been born out of the lives and
collaboration of the community, it will surely
have a long life after the Biennale closes on 23
November this year. f
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being destroyed, but also the Modernist ones that
went up after the discovery of oil from the 1970s
to 1990s, when architects, often from abroad,
were involved for the first time.

With her team of co-workers, she has held five
public workshops in the weeks leading up to the
Biennale, such as one about that lost landmark,
the Volcano Fountain in Abu Dhabi, that used
to be a favourite meeting point before the malls
were built. This is far more than a conventional
exhibition, but a recovery of memory, an
oral history, a putting together of different
generations of architects and engineers: “I
discovered that the UAE has had such a dynamic,
dramatic history,” says Bambling.

How to display it, though, in the competitive
context of the Biennale? Bambling, who has
worked at the Metropolitan Museum in New
York, has imagined the display like a Cabinet
of Wonders, making it interactive with the
public. “I thought of how important walls
are to the privacy people want in the UAE and
have had walls built in the pavilion that are
the man-height, an allusion to the street or,
better still, the courtyard,” she says. Above

UAE National Pavilion Installation - “Lest We Forget: Structures of Memory in the UAE”.

Italian Pavilion at Corderie dell’Arsenale. “Dancing Around Ghost” installation at the 14™
International Architecture Exhibition.
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Arish - Palm leaf architecture.
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Sandra Piesik, the founder of 3 Ideas
Limited, an architectural consultancy
specializing in architecture, design
and cultural research was invited by Dr
Michele Bambling to participate in the
upcoming exhibition Lest We Forget:
Structures of Memory in the United
Arab Emirates for the 14™ International
Architecture Exhibition at Venice
Biennale. The exhibition is commissioned
by the Salama bint Hamdan Al Nahyan
Foundation, and under the support
of the Ministry of Culture, Youth and
Community Development.

Sandra Piesik has worked extensively in
the United Arab Emirates, and has focused
in particular on palm leaf architecture.
The arish story of one humble palm leaf
touches on a variety of cultural issues
connected to a visual memory. Memory of
the city that would have been constructed
from 4,000 palm leaf houses, memory of
800 arish houses in Liwa oases, memories
of summer and winter houses of Ras Al
Khamiah, typologies of courtyard houses,
adaptability to seasons, needs, migrations
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and above all the environment and
landscapes.

There is 2 memory of a city scale that
extends far beyond a memory of a basket
and the pressing question remains can
this great vision of innovators of the
past be transported to the future? How
to overcome many stylistic challenges to
continue using palm leaf as a sustainable
and renewable resource? The answer is
maybe in hybrid solutions, in merging
old memories with new experiences and
needs, in order to link to memories of
indigenous people and places. Materiality
of these new in between places is still
open for interpretations. The date palm
leaf is one of the very few renewable
resources in the Arabian Peninsula
that may offer some opportunities for
re-connection with individual memory
lanes, in order to create a new sense
of place with an authentic cultural
continuity & regional identity.

For more information:
sandra.piesik@3ideasme.com
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