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An astonishing tour of the exquisite Dubai palace of 
Her Highness Sheikha Fatima Rashed Al Maktoum
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His Highness Sheikh 
Mohamed Bin Rashid Bin 

Khalifa Al Maktoum, son of 
Her Highness Sheikha 

Fatima, stands in the  
family majlis
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ou don't need to live in the Middle East to have heard of the  
magical palace of Her Highness Sheikha Fatima Rashed  

Al Maktoum. Built 20 years ago on the shores of the Arabian Sea, 
the property is embraced by lush manicured gardens and a private 

white sandy beach. Besides its royal residents, it is inhabited by  
orangutans, tigers, clouded leopards, lions and tigons (a cross-breed  

between a lion and a tigress) that have been seen freely in the wild. Snaps of 
the palace can be found on the Instagram accounts of Hollywood stars such as 

Kevin Hart or rapper Drake. But what is reality and what is it fantasy in this 
mysterious home seemingly out of a tale from the One Thousand and One Nights?

For its second anniversary, Architectural Digest Middle East was granted the  
honour of visiting this Royal palace owned by the sister of His Highness Sheikh  

Mohammed bin Rashid Al Maktoum, Ruler of Dubai. On the first day of the shoot, the 
team enjoyed the company of eight white and brown tigers that rejoiced, unleashed on 
the sea shore as the sun rose behind the neighbouring Burj Al Arab. Were we afraid of 
being attacked? Did the wild cats keep their sharp teeth and claws? Are they sedated? Is 
it ethically correct to confine these magnificent animals to the walls of the palace?

In order to properly answer these questions, it is important to remember the true 
passion that, historically, the Arab people nurture for falcons, eagles, peacocks,  
camels and horses. And the ruling Al Maktoum family is setting the example. “I have 
been interested in animal welfare from a very young age”, confides Sheikha Fatima. 
“My brothers and sisters are also animal lovers and we have been looking after  
animals since childhood”.

“Looking after”, “welfare”, “love”, and “respect” are terms that should definitely be 
applied to the purposes of Her Highness. More than simply owning an exotic zoo just 
because she can, Sheikha Fatima sets as a priority sheltering animals “that were in need 
of more specific care and that other people were not able to look after.” The beautiful 
white tigers and lions featured in this story are the perfect example. “These animals 
struggle to survive in the wild because they have a significantly lower immunity, are  
unable to camouflage themselves and, therefore, can struggle to catch prey”, the  
Princess explains. “I do not breed two white tigers or lions together, as I do not want to  
intentionally breed an animal that may be ill. We try to breed white tigers and lions with 
the brown ones to produce healthier, happier and stronger offspring.”

Although the palace is equipped with state-of-the-art facilities and is managed by 
many experienced veterinarians and handlers, the Royal truly enjoys taking part in 
the daily routines that take place in the vast outdoor areas. “I know every single  
animal by name and character. I’m very involved in their training and caring, and I’ve 
spent hours in close contact with them". Some of the tasks include bottle feeding the 
cubs and long walks on the beach that ensure that each feline maintains its physical 
and mental health.

Inside the lavish pink, red and gold family majlis decorated in the best of Gulf style, 
Beauty, a white lioness, patiently lays in the centre of the room while Sally, a Dalmatian, 
jumps around her excitedly, sniffing and licking the lioness’ face. It seems like a strange 
combination, but experience showed Her Highness that by introducing dogs to the cubs 
they would become a lot calmer. Fully grown, the improbable pair is celebrating a six-
year friendship and ignores our presence while we explore room after room.

Besides its spectacular Italian marble floors and elaborate Rococo gilded furniture, it 
is also the beautiful light in the majlis—natural or emanating from dozens of  
chandeliers—that captures our team’s attention. “When designing the palace, I wanted 
to ensure that it had a lot of open space and was bright. I made sure that it had many big 
windows”, remarks Sheikha Fatima, also a passionate and practicing photographer. “I 
thoroughly enjoy all aspects of design and decoration and I continue to be actively  
involved in this area”. 

Six -year-old lioness Beauty 
in the centre of the carpeted 
family majlis
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Exquisite furniture and 
flower arrangements 

crown every corner
Opposite: Beauty and  

Sally on a play date

As the visit continues, our other 
senses are stimulated by the  
engaging surroundings. Draping 
from sumptuous curtains or lavish 
inviting upholstered sofas, delicate 
silks and rich velvets add texture 
to the palace’s sumptuous purple 
ladies’ majlis. And the flowers! 
Spectacular flower arrangements 
crown every single corner of the 
room, spreading a delicious scent. 
“Regarding floral arrangements, I 
always ask the specialists what 
they think”, says Her Highness,  
referring to a two-metre peacock 
made of orchids that stands next 
to a grand staircase. “They have an 
amazing working knowledge of 
what can be achieved with the  
different flowers. I think that the 
designs they produce are really 
outstanding and artistic”.

Back to the gardens and Rambo 
the orangutan—and Instagram star in her own right—confidently drives a golf cart while 
award-winning horses practice dressage skills. Among them is Desert Kismet, a pure  
Arabian—owned by Her Highness Sheikha Maryam bint Mohammed bin Rashed Al  
Maktoum, the niece of Sheikha Fatima—who currently holds the Guinness World  
Record for 10-metre hind leg walking. 

Though the characters of this exotic tale seem to be destined to live happily ever after,  
recent UAE laws that penalise the ownership of all types of wild dangerous animals bring us 
back to reality. Exceptions are made for zoos, wildlife parks and breeding and research  
centres such as this Royal palace that actively contributes to the conservation of endangered 
species. “I don't encourage people to do the same in their homes since, if they don´t possess 
the proper knowledge, it can be dangerous for the individual and animal”, concludes Her  
Highness, who has, for years, been donating felines to sanctuaries such as the Al Ain Wildlife 

Park or the Zoobic Safari in the Philippines. “I have 
achieved a very high standard of care due to my  
experience and the knowledge of the experts that 
work with me. We are able to provide the best  
training and care for each animal. But, above all, our  
motivation resides in our love for these beautiful 
and majestic creatures”. 
You simply cannot get more noble than that.

“I thoroughly enjoy all aspects of 
design and decoration and I continue 

to be actively involved in this area”
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Very involved in all things 
design, Sheikha Fatima 

privileged open spaces flooded 
with light. Next to the Italian 

marble staircase, a sculptural 
peacock made of white orchids
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For daily play and exercise, 
white and brown tigers run 
unleashed on the shores of 
the palace’s private beach

In the ladies’ majlis,  
a console adds a touch of 
gold to a room mainly 
decorated in purple, pink 
and burgundy tones 

“I know every single animal by name 
and character. I’m very involved and 

I’ve spent hours in close contact with them”
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The animals are cared for 
by many experienced 
veterinarians  and 
handlers and receive 
expert training
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Horses also constitute 
one of the passions of 
the ruling Al 
Maktoum family
Opposite: The back of 
the Royal palace 
offers beautiful views 
of the Arabian Sea 

On the shores of the Arabian Sea, the 
property is embraced by lush manicured 

gardens and a private white sandy beach


