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The site for this corporate base was dense and confined. Traffic, pollution, noise, 

abundant hot sunshine, passersby… How to create a workable environment with a bit 

of serenity for personnel? As well, the building had to offer a strong exterior presence 

representative of the client’s corporate identity. The resulting design certainly addresses 

these challenges – and with verve. 

The building, though not overly large, immediately commands the intersection of the 

city. It is a contemporary set piece in steel, concrete, glass and greenery that announces 

interesting planes and fine proportions. The mass is broken into smaller volumes that rest 

atop or aside one another, juxtaposing colour tones, scales and reflectivity. Nearer the 

corner of the site, a raised concrete wall sets the mood right off the bat, hinting at a 

‘shield’ from the city corner. It is raised off grade on slender posts, so that it clearly reads 

as a deliberate screen, not unlike a signboard, though in this case unadorned with 

graphics. The corner quadrant itself is left as a spatial void for the entrance sequence, a 

slightly raised forecourt accessed via broad steps, with lovely landscaping. It doubles as 

a staff garden space. The upper storey of the two-level HQ is clad in almost-black metal, 

to contrast with the attractive concrete ground-level band. This upper box cantilevers 

over the lower floor, and its windows are slightly concealed behind vertical louvres, 

hinting at a programme change upstairs, and a bit of coy introversion.

The interiors of the project are almost domestic in scale and character… well, if that 

means the private villa of a rich, tasteful client. Rooms adjoin and flow into each other, 

but are deliberately individual in use and furnishings. There is no bland stream of open 

space here. Internal landscaped ‘light courts’ hide behind the metal screen of the 

facade to offer lovely, diffused natural light to the spaces. There is modern furniture and 

discreet artwork throughout, and you get the sense that staff here feel like part of a 

large, industrious family. Views through or across spaces, particularly the exterior garden 

ones, which vary in scale, make for a constantly interesting yet becalmed atmosphere 

throughout. And there are areas that are more reserved and private in feel, perfect for 

concentrated work or conversations. 

This is the kind of ‘corporate’ environment guaranteed to strike pride into its occupants, 

and incite envy elsewhere. 
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[ p r o j e c t  f i l e  –  d u b a i ]
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Although a lot of things in Dubai are really huge, this swank new gym in the 

city’s Design District occupies a mere 600 sqm in total, and squeezes in a 

workout area, cycling studio, circuit-training zone, and juice bar, along with 

the necessary support services such as locker rooms and bathing areas. Not 

only was the space limited, but also, the floorplate was irregular in shape, as 

it had previously been designated for use as three separate retail spaces. The 

project needed to resolve the space and layout issues, and present a finished 

space that captured the personality of both a boutique fitness facility and the 

design-forward ambience of its location. 

One obvious direction might have been to use a retread of the common ‘hip 

industrial warehouse’ style, but that seemed boring. Instead, VSHD came 

up with a tweak of all that, hitting on a hybrid model that nods to warehouse 

simplicity but also to a more chic, luxury retail component. Materials are kept 

towards simple on the scale, but not so predictable. There are handsome 

surfaces of concrete bricks laid in patterns, buffered by sections clad in gold-

copper metal alloy, glass and steel, and trendy lighting fixtures, all uniting to 

convey a sense of strength but not roughness… perhaps like the bodies that 

will use this place? 

Warehouse Gym exploits its location, with views out of glazed curtain walls 

over the design district and city. The reception desk doubles as a juice bar, 

with casual seating adjacent and visible from the street, as if beckoning 

passersby to come in and get a bit healthier. The idea is for this space to 

interact with casual visitors, even some who may stop in for a refreshment 

and never get sweaty. This approach downplays the usual ‘workout’ intensity 

in favour of a more informal, club atmosphere. But the business isn’t relying 

on selling smoothies; framed windows into the hardcore areas, or presenting 
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workout equipment as 

works of art, pepper the 

experience. At the centre 

of the plan is a semi-

transparent ‘cube’ that 

can adapt itself to different 

uses, from meetings to 

stretching to group workout 

classes. 

Warehouse Gym carefully 

remains on the simple 

side of the formal scale, 

and avoids tripping into 

glam luxury territory. That 

in itself is something a bit 

radical in Dubai, a city not 

famed for restraint. But 

coming here to burn a 

few calories doesn’t mean 

you can’t appreciate fine 

details, or how materials 

can benefit from contrast, 

or how good lighting makes 

not only humans but also 

surfaces and tones look so 

much better. This design is 

definitely in shape.
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