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Bahrain, a seafaring nation:
A story woven through traditional dhows
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An island nation in the Persian Gulf, Bahrain has long thrived as a center of maritime trade. Tasked with design-

ing the country’s pavilion and overseeing the artistic direction of its exhibition is architect Lina Ghotmeh, a Par-
is-based designer born in the Middle East. For the pavilion’s concept, she drew inspiration from the dhow, a tra-

ditional Arabian sailing vessel that has been inseparable from Bahrain's history and culture. The bold, exposed
wooden framework of the structure recalls the waves and winds of the Persian Gulf, evoking the rich legacy of

trade and exchange that has shaped the nation.

X/ T
Text by Noriko Takiauchi




Lina Ghotmeh — Architecture

N=L—OFEX(EERTN I FOE]

JEMSICER TS - Ty b Ad N=L—>-NEUA>
HELOTIMA TS I8 hEr Y REL—2av &/ TTYT
YLz, ACHREOE., LA/ ORI —TEENEIYE

ABFE DT T T A DGEEIERL, T O (TR <.

95 7RT oy, FLTHEESAEAICBVWDEVWSTT
O—F&. BEHEIOBEFHFIVCEVWTEEERLTY
B2EME,

RN BCEMIEBTHEIN-L—IE, WETHEE
OEHULANEVWNERD, BEERLICRIATCELERD. B
HOEMELTENSN, ANNA 2, BRGETETELRLSR
EELT, HREBMCTFRLTER, Ty bALEST, WL
(FHEER< b TELRAEOER X EDRBTEHD. B
L3HATR, (-T2 THMAADBY, 2UIA T4 A=
L—rDFALHEEERIIEA DKW EFTEELEZ. Wi
EEF—TICULREBEICLST. ADVAREHELTWVSBZE
ERBELEZVEBVELEZ.

FEdR W7 70—-FTEB LEAIER

dwhkAld. Z0B0OMEN, BEENESZRBYTITFTERED
BMELT3, ChiEM D THRETEFFHREZEL LTV EEEA
R [R PICERETIAImE. BEH®EL, 20235F
CEMULETIAAZ - P—023y T d, FOMENERD/
LT eFr—OrERVTEMELCAEUEDTDRHAT
2LENTVS, B TIHET R, tTHEMEPLELNE
SElomhEaholt, T3LEFIHWDERLALDREG
MEHNSBEEBTVS, REIVTOBRBAREINE
HEEETEEORETE. 200 EFEICRANBOREE
rEg  fIC YR LTERKCDRITZ T 70— F HEH
ahiz.

SEOAEOBRECELTE. N—L—YEXFREROWAIC
AIOEHLHHCECHERL, 7OV bDREAELE, K
REEEH<NSBRMRELTRR, BAITPER A%
E-oEHEIEORABHOANTEEMEE, /TEUAF /-
L—>OMoEE#HNBobCa3LSCDLEN, At
CHEDETEHHANTELBAOF LA BRE N
ALOMELE.

INEYA L TEDNZAM BT TEEMTE., ThERHKN

BERHFLEERAVTHESITEZILT, RB3A4DAEICE.

N—L—YEXKRRADTZ 7MYy TAD)RART R

H—L—2 BV ORR, AN BORHEOPRLMELTRAT/ \—
L—@ERsBYUBESVRE ORI BEF—2ELE K08
Had BEIBEROTVERERNLTWVS,

Exterior of the Bahrain Pavilion. Designed around the dhow, a traditional
sailing vessel integral to Bahrain's history as a major trading hub in the
Persian Gulf. Its exposed framework reflects the structural efficiency of
the ship’s construction, reinterpreted as architecture.
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Paris-based architect Lina Ghotmeh took inspiration fram the
Historic dhow in designing the Bahrain Pavilion. Barn in Beirut,

Jebanon, she has a deep connection to Arabic culture, and her

architectural approach consistently draws from the region’s tra-
ditions, craftsmanship, and storytelling.

Bahrain, a small island nation in the Persian Gulf with a
land area comparable to that of Sendai City, has long flour-
ished through maritime trade. Known for its pearl-diving in-
dustry, the country has engaged in dynamic exchanges with
the world, trading in spices, oil, and other goods. To Ghotmeh,
the dhow is more than just a vessel—it is a symbol of Bahrains
deep-rooted relationship with the sea and its cultural identity.
‘Open, resilient, and creative—Bahrain’s society and traditions
have been shaped by the sea. Through the architecture of the
dhow, | wanted to express the fundamental relationship be-
tween people and the natural world,” she explains.

An archaeological approach to woodworking techniques

Lina Ghotmeh’s architectural process begins with an in-depth
exploration of a place’s cultural and historical context—an ap-
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Inside the pavilion, visitors experience the dnow's cri)égmu;iuu and
structure up close, as if aboard the vessel itself. The exlilition space is
kept minimal, enclosed only by 2 lightweight membram
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proach she shares with her former collaborator, Japanese archi-
tect Tsuyoshi Tane. Her Hermeas Workshops (completed in 2023)
was built using bricks fired from locally sourced Normandy soil,
inspired by the intimate relationship between people and their
tools, a connection reminiscent of the prehistoric hearths once
central to daily life. Similarly, her recently announced winning
proposal for the renovation of the British Museum’s western
wing was praised for its archaeological approach—unearthing
two million years of human history to bridge past and future.

Forthe Expo, Ghotmeh identified a shared woodwaorking
heritage between Bahrain and Osaka as the foundation for the
project. Historically a major trading hub, Osaka is also home to
the tradition of master carpentry and artisanal craftsmanship
in karaki (exotic hardwoods) and arematic woods. The Banrain
Pavilion is designed to expose the skeletal framewaork of the
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traditional dhow, embodying generations of artisanal skills
passed down through time.

All of the wood used in the pavilion is solid timber, as-
sembled using traditional joinery techniques. The structure is
designed to evoke a deep sense of respect for the craftsman-
ship of both Bahrain and Osaka. Moreover, after the Expo, the
pavilion can be easily dismantled and its materials repurposed,
as all timber components adhere 10 standardized sizes for the
Japanese market. While rooted in traditional shipbuilding and
woodworking methods, the design also responds to contem-
porary global needs.

The dhow is a structure defined by efficiency—minimizing
excess in its construction. Unlike conventional buildings, where
wooden frameworks are typically clad in additional materials,
all the timber elements are there to form the structural core in
this pavilion. Its orientation follows that of traditional sailing
vessels, reducing direct sun exposure, while the open-air de-
sign facilitates natural ventilation, minimizing reliance on me-
chanical cooling systems.

A seamless relationship between architecture and exhibition

At first glance, the Bahrain Pavilion appears to be a simple skel-
etal structure wrapped in a delicate membrane. But what kind
of experience does it offer inside? "The dhow is both a container
and content,” says Lina Ghotmeh. In other words, the pavilion is
not just a space for storytelling—it is a story in itself, designed
to be experienced firsthand.

In the center, a multi-story atrium immerses visitors in
Bahrain's maritime heritage through sound and imagery. The
rhythm of the waves, the layering of past and present—it all
unfolds as if one were aboard a ship, reinforcing the idea that

Bahrain is a living, evolving culture. Moving outward from this
central void, visitors enter the pavilion’s outer layers, where the
exposed dhow framewark comes into view. Here, alongside
the raw architectural elements, exhibitions highlight Bahrain’s
artistry, craftsmanship, and spirit of innovation.

“Architecture and exhibition exist in a seamless dialogue.
The structure itself is part of the storytelling, embodying themes
of craftsmanship, connection, and movement,” she explains.

At world expos, architecture is often a focal point. Yet, with
advancements in projection and digital technology, many pa-
vilions now lean heavily on immersive audiovisual displays,
sometimes to the detriment of their physical structures. This
was evident at the Dubai Expo, where striking exteriors often
served as facades for enclosed multimedia environments, cre-
ating a disconnect between the architecture and what was ex-
hibited inside. The Bahrain Pavilion, however, takes a different
approach—where the structure and exhibition are fully inte-
grated, each reinforcing the other.

Of course, world expos themselves are not without con
troversy. Debates over economic impact, social influence, and
environmental concerns continue to shape public discourse.
In this context, what does it mean to create architecture for an
expo today? For Ghotmeh, the answer is clear: "To design foran
expo is to capture the spirit and challenges of our time through
both form and construction. It's about more than aesthetics
i's about how a structure is built, what it represents, and the
dialogue it fosters with those who experience it. An expo may
be temporary, but its impact endures.”

Whether visitors truly connect with the layers of history,
culture, and craftsmanship embedded in the pavilion will de-
pend not only on the space itself but also on the depth of sen-
sibility we are capable of engaging . @
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