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Abstract. The development of sustainable iconic projects is becoming a global phenomenon in 

recent years. These projects are producing attractive and convincing environmental images 

which serve globalization goals. Sustainable iconic projects are oriented to become an 

ecologically friendly tool that supports economy investments and tourism, by using the potential 

of the cultural, aesthetical and moral meanings. This paper investigates the emergence of a 

remarkable style of architecture which starts out from purely image-obsession, it emphasizes the 

importance of symbolic form as well as the use of renewable energies in the world and 

particularly in Arab Gulf cities (and first local try). The research problem is (The question of 

sustainability as a strategy that has helped in certain ways to create an iconic building and if so, 

is this are an advantage or disadvantage for the built environment). The paper suggests that: the 

implementation of sustainability in these buildings have drawn a false image which is far away 

from the goals of sustainability in conserving the resources. Also, the paper argues that 

cooperation among sustainable concepts, iconic designs, and attractive images has a wide 

acceptance and economic profits which may stay as a trend in the 21st century and in time will 

more and more be frequent and tend to be ordinary. 

1. Introduction 

Products of architecture have been long considered a representation of human culture and awareness, 

which expresses the political, social, cultural, economic and symbolic state. After 2000, Iconic 

architecture and sustainability are one of these modern practices. Iconic architecture emerged as one of 

the contemporary architectural trends at the turn of the 21st century. It replaced monumental architecture 

to represent the symbolic massages conveyed with in cultures which will be kept for generations. It 

seeks to create the ideal product that becomes a global image relying on different strategies and policies 

to achieve attraction and fame.  

Lately, Sustainability was used as one of those strategies through the formation of environmentally 

efficient buildings to achieve the ideal situation in terms of maintaining renewable energies and 

investment, helping to improve the environmental image and make it more attractive. Sustainable iconic 

buildings are not just the addition of both iconicity and sustainability, but they are also conveying image 

manifestations of the city’s political, social, economic, and also religious elite signs of global lifestyle. 

They also suggest how this architecture becomes both as a set of cultural icons and as applications of 

technological advance systems during this period. 

This paper argues that: sustainable implementation in iconic buildings have drawn a false image 

which is far away from the goals of sustainability in conserving the resources. Also, the paper argues 

that cooperation among sustainable concepts, iconic designs, and attractive images has a wide 

acceptance and economic profits which may stay as a trend in 21st century. This research is to investigate 

the regional Arab Gulf cities that witnessed the spread of iconic architecture in last two decades. 
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Therefore, the research problem is (The question of sustainability as a strategy that has helped in certain 

ways to create iconic building and if so, is this are an advantage or disadvantage for the built 

environment).  

2. Iconic architecture 

Studies on the iconic architecture have given a good input to understand how iconic buildings have 

appeared as a global understanding and practice. The well-known architects or "starchitects"1 such as 

Frank Gehry, Santiago Calatrava, Zaha Hadied, Norman Foster… have started to build "buildings as 

icons of their own individuality" as pure spectacle and that have influenced the field of architecture [1]. 

Lewis has written that: a new aspiration is being sophisticated with people, they are looking forward to 

see the spectacle new buildings designed by "starchitects" [2].  

Jencks (2005) assumes that Guggenheim Museum in Bilbao by Frank Gehry 1997 (figure 1), opened 

the door to contemporary trend of the iconic architecture. He argues that this trend challenges the 

tradition monumental buildings, it is driven by commercial and social forces for fame, and they appeal 

to be something that attracts audience [3]. He sets an argument of "enigmatic signifiers" which can be 

used to enhances deeper meaning of the building that makes it succeed [3]. He sees that icon buildings 

can let the spectator to draw onto it their personal symbols or interpretations. It also stands up to repeated 

study as one tries to interpret and fathom its various meanings, for instance the metaphorical analysis of 

some critics for Guggenheim Bilbao museum (Figure 2). 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Guggenheim Museum in Bilbao by Frank 

Gehry 1997 [3]. 
 

Figure 2. Enigmatic signifiers 

of Gehry's building [3]. 

Sklair introduces two unique features of iconic architecture. He argues that they obviously mean 

"famous" no less than an audience of people. The second it has a "symbolic/aesthetic" decision, and he 

puts his practical definition: "it is the unique combination of fame and symbolic/ aesthetic significance 

that creates and sustains the icon" [4]. He considers that icons are famous, and they aren't like the 

situation of different forms of celebrity fame, but famous for having particular symbolic/aesthetic 

qualities [5]. That means the architectural icons have a distinctive meaning that is symbolic for culture 

and time. Also, he distinguishes between two different meanings of iconic status in architecture: (Iconic 

I) 2 which is the conventional copy, like the iconic mosque, and (Iconic II) which is something distinctive 

as a unique art piece [6].  

Witold Rybczynski considers the turning point in architecture has been started when Le Corbusier 

built Ronchamp church in 1955. He considers it as the first iconic building of post-modernism. He argues 

that the iconic architecture assists the period of needs, when an outstanding significant building develops 

as a public attraction tool. He adds that this distinctive kind of architecture (and also architect) becomes 

                                                      
1 The term "Starchitect" refers to union of the two words (star) and (architect). Starchiest designs "Starchitecture" 

which refers to union of the two words (star) and (architecture). This matter is similar to movies use of stars to 

give attention, fame, and unique to the spectator. 
2 Sklair renames these two terms of different meanings in his new book (The Icon Projects) 2017. The (Iconic I) 

becomes (Typical Icons) and the (Iconic II) becomes (Unique icons). 



2nd International Conference on Sustainable Engineering Techniques (ICSET 2019)

IOP Conf. Series: Materials Science and Engineering 518 (2019) 022076

IOP Publishing

doi:10.1088/1757-899X/518/2/022076

3

 

 

 

 

 

 

required and famous after the success of Bilbao. Therefore, other cities, decision makers, and 

developers, are now interested in tracking and repeating that success [7].  

In summary, iconic architecture is a contemporary architectural trend, branded by a significant 

formulation and symbolic form, designed by starchitect, planned to seek attraction and fame, and 

appealing popularity. Yet they have specific cultural aesthetic. 

3. Iconic architecture and sustainability 

Certain studies about iconic architecture mention how sustainability is taken in new iconic projects in 

its application to achieve eco-building and also extend to erect eco-city projects. After analysis about 

sustainable\eco iconic building with relationship of eco-city, iconic design specially in Arab Gulf cities 

will be taken as case studies. 

3.1. Sustainable/eco iconic building studies 

Sayigh (2014) refers to the rise of icons with multi-storey office buildings since the late 19th century. 

they reflected the changing of technological promotions, business and corporate needs, and the initiation 

of new construction techniques. They developed the appreciation about how they could make them a 

powerful visual message, which helps to attract outside receptors as well as its inside inhabitant. That 

matter based on developing the corporate image as well as its sustainability aspirations. But the products 

were not as much as its desired values. For instance, Empire States Building (Figure 3), The Seagram 

building (Figure 4), and the Sears towers (Figure 5) (among others) were considered as isolation icons 

from their surroundings. In 1958, the Seagram Corporation considered The Seagram building as a 

symbolic image for their corporate. However, the glazed facade style intended to create reflections of 

the building monumentality on the external experience. In fact, it was merely a decorative, unsustainable 

treatment, and lavish usage of resources. Sayigh also refers to the impact of this misinterpretation image 

in the Arabian Gulf cities such as illogical transportation of glass curtain walls into hot regions [8]. The 

least consideration in these projects is environmental sustainability and designed in trendy glass covers 

which ignored climatic performance and energy saving [9]. 

In the late of 20th century and later, this case literally improved and developed to another level.  Kibert 

(2016) refers to technology companies that are guiding the way with investments in architectural tools, 

high-performance green buildings, and hired the famous architect to design promising buildings for their 

projects. Performance of these tech companies follows the pattern that start-up companies track, which 

often begin in small projects and gradually relocate as they develop. Then, when they reach 

successfulness cash-flush, they tend to build iconic buildings. Despite, the aspiration to make attraction 

and economic growth through building an iconic project designed by famous architect, the tech 

companies have persisted to be eco-awareness and push society in the direction of more sustainable 

   

Figure 3.  Empire States 

Building [10]. 

Figure 4.   The Seagram 

building [11]. 

Figure 5.   the Sears towers 

(The Willis Tower) [12]. 
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performances, especially the respect of the built environment and constructing for environmentally 

friendly buildings [13]. Corporate objectives encourage from ‘no location’ into its ‘genius loci’ 

architecture reproducing sustainability in the iconography of its facades throughout scientific 

innovations support and use more sophisticated tools to check building performance and human relief 

which can be confirmed in the project inception step [8]. 

Al-Kodmany (2014) analysed some projects, and he suggests that iconicity does not essentially mean 

creating provocative spectacular forms full of symbolic/aesthetic qualities in order to compete for 

attention. Instead, he suggests that there are ecological principles and genuine concepts that determine 

these forms and shapes; which leads to create exciting and eye-catching forms [14]. 

Gültekin (2017) refers to the tools that globalisation power uses to homogenize architecture. It 

legitimizes for global identity by using of nation-based signs on the façades of these iconic projects. 

These signs aim to provide public support for globalisation and prevent reactions about global 

dominance. Also, he adds that iconic trend of design is an efficient usage and protection of energy 

(environmental, sustainable architecture), unconventional construction technology (high-tech), and 

advances in erection material like using of nanotechnology materials [15].   

Jencks (2005) discussed the applications of green agenda and the whole ecological issue in the iconic 

buildings and he attributes that designers associated with high-tech and (super power) efficiency like  

Norman Foster on his Swiss Re headquarters (Figure 6 and 7) [3]. He argues that there are many 

architects following similar goals. For instance, they may be ecologically inspired, use biomimicry as a 

tool of design, and follow a "Zoomorphic or Biomorphic" architecture. Also, he refers that there are 

more than hundred biomimetic iconic landmarks several of them are "zany or unconvincing", but 

sufficient to be a noticeable movement and he considers that this is the most important point. He regards 

these metaphors as revealing and not merely a double crisis in iconography and ecology, but as an 

ecology effective designer, are all attractive goals of new architecture [3]. 

 

  

 
Figure 6. The Swiss Re building (the Gherkin 

tower), London's most iconic landmarks [16]. 

Figure 7.  A model of air analysis 

flowing around the Gherkin [17]. 

Sklair (2017) theorized about the importance of sustainability for iconic projects in globalisation cities, 

he referred to the firms (like Gensler and Fosters) that focus on leadership of green strategy. He 

considered that these buildings carryout commercial messages for eco-friendly, ecological green 

production and it penetrates the high-performance of building skills. It will seize in achieving economic 

profits by reducing waste power and increasing energy efficiency. He gave an argument that the 

competition prizes and energy certifications proved the importance of sustainability. therefore, he 

submitted sustainability as a competitive and large market and (LEED)3 as the brand leader [4]. 

Locally particularly in Iraq, there are no existing iconic sustainable buildings, but there are buildings 

proposed and under construction and they follow the same global way. The General Directorate of the 

Central Bank of Iraq directly commissioned the Iraqi architect Zaha Hadid to put the basic designs of 

the new Central Bank of Iraq building, located in the city of Baghdad overlooking the Tigris River as a 

landmark tower and financial icon (Figure 8). the basic idea of design is dominated by the organic nature 

                                                      
3 (LEED) mention to certification of Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design program. 
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of the waveforms, draft in the lines, flexibility, and formal flow. the main feature of the project Is taking 

into account sustainability, intellectual, and philosophical aspects.  The design of the base building takes 

the form of containment and stability with a central Skylight and spread of green areas on the top surface 

to add comfortable and healthy environment and application of the vocabulary of sustainability. It is a 

modern design by using mimic light and elegant building methods and smart materials in a contemporary 

cost-effective manner (Figure 8) [18].   

 

3.2. Sustainable/eco iconic city studies 

Eco-city paradigm has been applied widely, especially to manufacture new cities. Sustainable iconic 

buildings are one of the main features of eco-cities. For instance, the new eco-city projects that we 

witnessed in the Arab Gulf [19]. 

Cugurullo (2017) argued that these cites seek to distinguish themselves by following the architectural 

solutions depending on the strategy of starchitects concepts and international firms, such as Bjarke 

Ingels and Foster+Partners. The nature of these cities must be iconic first, and then famous, creative, 

and has aesthetical character. This will define the unique and outstanding features to become eye-

catching by refer to ideal ecological goals [20]. These cities symbolize specific concept, represent 

sustainable visions, and provide renewable energy. For example, the situation of Masdar City when the 

main concept was designed to be car-free, zero-carbon, and driverless for public busses through 

activated pedestrian streets of the city [21].  

Montgomery (2013) in his discussion of happy city concept referred to sustainable city 

that should provide happiness through being healthier, more enjoyable, more promising than 

the ordinary city, and it should bring us together instead of being apart. He argues that the 

happy city planned to be an energy, a climate, an economic, and a jobs plan. He considered 

it as a flexible plan to be in the happiest state [22]. 

4. Case studies  

the following paper will show a wide collection of features, strategies, and techniques of eco-friendly 

design in Arab Gulf cites. Examples of sustainable iconic projects in different cases among buildings 

that are on-hold, under-construction, and constructed. For the purpose of capturing various cases of 

sustainable iconic buildings and their innovative concepts. 

4.1. Dubai 

As critics say Dubai achieves the state of being one of the most impressive skylines horizon in the world 

which indicate for how Emirate can form itself Power on the world map. Iconic design language tends 

to create icons that represent the vision of Dubai's government for its current and future projects (figure 

10). 

  

Figure 8. the new Central Bank of 

Iraq building [18]. 

          Figure 9. the sustainable features of the new Central                                                                                              

Bank of Iraq building (with author comments)  [18]. 
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Figure 10. The skyline of Dubai with the Burj Khalifa (L) [23]. 

Alraouf (2010) discussed the argument that Dubai established essentially on icons and Image production 

rather than eco-sustainable ideas to stand as a model of modern contemporary Arab city. Dubai's 

buildings are representing brands that exported Dubai to the outside world and inspired other Gulf and 

Arab cities. It intends to struggle for becoming a global paradigm, so we can see the urban impact of 

Dubai on Gulf cities development, through noticeable impact of Dubai on Durrat Al-Bahrain and Qatar’s 

Pearle projects (Figure 11,12,13). Therefore, some people considered that (Dubai's spirit) has been lost 

[24].  Dubai has become a landmark destination by focusing on making iconic modern architecture 

which describes its identity and its implication of sustainability to serve its future goal as a global city. 

That make today’s Arab cities copy the experience of Dubai which fail to consider local feature privacy. 

  

  

  

Acuto (2010) studied Dubai’s ambition of climbing to be in the "world urban hierarchy" and its seeking 

for ‘‘symbolic power” to establish its image as the image of the 21st century global city. He considered 

this city constructing for users and not for residents, and he considered it as "socially unsustainable 

strategy". It has mastered the iconicity art of symbolic power and the implication of technology in 

enhancement of its image [28]. 

On the other hand, Dubai Government initiations refer to their concern of sustainability and 

sustainable growth. They have announced in 2007 a green building policy strategy to manifest a plan 

which controls energy consumption and water in emirates. They have considered green building concept 

Figure 11. Dubai's islands urban 

development [25]. 

Figure 12. The relevant impact of 

Dubai on Arab Gulf cities 

development: Durrat Al-Bahrain [26]. 

Figure 13. The relevant impact of 

Dubai on Arab Gulf cities 

development: Qatar’s Pearle [27]. 
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on the top of agenda program [8]. Since March 2014, the Green Building Specifications has been 

required for all new buildings. Later, they developed (the Al-Safat) a rating system in 2016 to 

supplement the previously launched Specifications [29]. Also, they are planning to build the sustainable 

city in Dubai, which has two stages (the first stage is already operational – the second stage is probably 

to be operational by 2020). As cited in Baharash Architecture4 website, with 2020 approaching, Dubai 

will be racing to become one of the smartest in the world (Figure 14 and 15).  

  

Figure 14. The Sustainable City in Dubai 

[30] . 

Figure 15. Dubai smart city by Baharash 

Architecture [30]. 

4.2. Abu- Dhabi / Masder city 

Masdar City was developed to become the model of sustainable urban environment [31]. It has been 

planned as an ecological city built in an ideal square which depends just on renewable energies, No 

CO2, no waste products, and no cars. One of the main aims of Masdar city is to show how a high quality 

of life can be achieved by sustainable concepts. These concepts will promise to provide clean energy 

which will turn Abu Dhabi into a pioneer of renewable energies [32]. 

 Masdar seeks to become the first laboratory city in the middle east by having a specialized institute 

for ecological researches and sciences. This institution is considered the first one that deals exclusively 

with researches about sustainability. It enables scientific researchers to do their studies about renewable 

energies and produce a new tool for economic growth apart of oil energy [31]. Also, this institution is 

designed to be in contrast with modern forms of its surrounding buildings and illustrated by iconic form 

(Figure 16). While the design language of the whole city depends on Foster's approach. This approach 

always treats design as a problem, and it searches for a solution. So, in Masder case the problem is 

environmental, technical, cultural and symbolic. The treatment of each side is based on Arab features 

which appears on facade elements and also based on eco-environmental concepts (figure 17).  

 

 

  

                                                      
4 Baharash Architecture is an international award-winning design studio Recent projects include the Oasis Eco 

Resort in Liwa and phase 2 of The Sustainable City in Dubai. 
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Figure 16. the Knowledge Center at the 

Masdar Institute [33]. 

Figure 17. Buildings blend technology with 

screens based on Islamic mashrabiya (icon) to 

reduce energy consumption [34]. 

Masdar has a clear vision as a sustainable initiation as shown in (figure 18) [21]. Abu Dhabi government 

has made its name as a brand for the place of the "World Future Energy Summit" which it considered 

one of the world’s largest Clean Tech conferences. These achievements make Abu Dhabi capable to 

attract companies from worldwide particularly companies that are active on the field of clean tech and 

facilities [24]. 

 

Figure 18. Masdar initiative objectives [21]. 

Some other studies discussed the disadvantages that were recognized from Masder city project. The 

report of this planning process has been done for the government benefits, so it doesn't provide local 

community concerns and needs. Also, the city is suffering from social exclusion and isolation state 

which makes it unlikely to be integrate with other communities. This is because it is surrounded by 

deserts from each side. The nature of the design depends on the base of high concrete may avoid the city 

to be united with nearby neighborhoods in the future [32]. 

4.3. Abu- Dhabi / Saadiyat Island 

Saadiyat Island (literally the ‘‘Island of Happiness’’) has a great deal to build cultural district destination 

depending on number of cultural projects designed by starchitects. For instance, the Louvre by Jean 

Nouvel, the Guggenheim by Frank Gehry, Zayed National Museum by Norman Foster and Performing 

Arts Centre by Zaha Hadid. Therefore, the Saadiyat Island plays as outstanding cultural destination in 

the world. It includes also hotels, retail and housing zones (figure 19). The four architects are the winner 

of international award of the coveted (Pritzker Prize) which considers as the most honor in architectural 

discipline. These Practices tend to shed some light on the new approach where Arab cities and 

particularly Gulf cities are working on. 
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In 2007 France made decision to give the Louvre Museum brand for a new branch in Abu Dhabi in order 

to globally promotion of French culture and in the same time this initiation will help to attract attention 

of global world toward Abu Dhabi prosperity  [24]. Ponzini (2011) argues that the megaproject of 

Saadiyat Island seeks to rise the desert value of this area in unprecedented way and also, it tests what 

never been tested anywhere which is the creating of cultural district in the desert. He considered the 

requirement of this cultural district for media contact shows the enormous struggle that is needed to 

match global intentions with identity of local society [36]. Sustainability thoughts are illustrated by 

iconic composition as a tool to give attention to the main concept of the project design. Also, put 

justification of the provocative spectacular forms, like the iconic design of the Zayed National Museum 

by Norman Foster which its so-called Jewels of Saadiyat (Figure 20 and 21). 

 

 

Figure 20. Foster`s first sketch of Zayed National 

Museum [37]. 

Figure 21. Zayed National Museum 

[37] . 

5. Conclusions 

Within the limited theoretical framework and discussion about case studies, we can conclude that: 

• Iconic architecture is a contemporary architectural trend, depended on many strategies, branded by a 

significant formulation and symbolic form, designed by a famous architect (starchitect), planned to 

seek attraction and fame in the global level, and appealing popularity. 

• There are wide differences among the iconic buildings before and after the spread of sustainable design 

strategies. We can notice in the differences of materials, power saving, pollutions, human comfortable 

sense, as well as costs….  

• Among iconic buildings, the most significant sustainable buildings are considered iconic, although 

iconicity was not the goal. Therefore, Iconic buildings tend to apply the strategy of being sustainable 

and ecologically friendly among many strategies and in an intelligent way. 

 

Figure 19.  Saadiyat Island, Abu Dhabi (with author comments) [35]. 
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• The use of sustainability as a strategy in iconic architecture has an advantages and disadvantages for 

the city. This matter is based on how much the building and site improve the value of life quality. In 

time the sustainable design will more and more be frequent and tend to be ordinary. 

• One of the iconic architecture objectives has drawn to attract tourists. Nowadays, the act of attracting 

tourists be able to become the key objective for a new iconic building. This new model of business 

seeks to transform someplace into to the global place in the world map. It improves the city as 

competitive destination; it often builds a new provocative architecture and establishes heavy 

investment increasingly. 

• The corporate reputation and iconic characters are important. They are used as a tool to help in 

stabilizing new markets. 

• After comparing among the three examples we can conclude that: Iconicity of Dubai is more of an 

image of technological vibes. While, Iconicity of Abu Dhabi in its two major projects is oriented with 

different ways.  Masder city meant to be Sustainable yet, it is considered day by day as an iconic city. 

Saadiyat Island tends to employ the name of most important famous brand like the Louver as a cultural 

effect and feature for attraction. Yet, they don't ignore the cultural character of the identity and place.  

• Recommendations are oriented to architects and designers to focus on the advantages of depending on 

environmentally friendly materials, increase green areas, and as much possible go to Smart passive 

ways to enhance comfortable spaces for the human. In the same time, it important to be careful about 

the image-obsession and focus on the real effective image.  
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