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Waking Reality

HERMARL KHOURY

ABCUT WHAT WAS DEMOLISHED

L cecenily spoke with a jovmalist whe, commenting on how the situation may
have changed in Beirut after this last war, concladed by saying, “Too bad that
everything you accomplished in the past fifteen years has been deseroved ™ |

thought about this for a few seconds, and I realized how wrong he was: In fact,
while things might seem differene from a dacrancz, you have to wodeisad it

what have been portrayedas the major reconstuction effors during the past
fifteen }'[‘:115~Th|:' amiall sector of the Beinun Cenrl Distrace, the VETY few Imistin e
tionil projects that were buile essentially within scected sections of the capital—
were left basically untouchzd by this round of bamles, Tn fact, most construction
projscts that were accomplished by the successive governments in the postwar
perind—rthat is, since the carly 19g0s—were not directly affected by this lase
conflict at all.

THESOUTHERN SUBURBS AND MY LITTLE WORLD

As lor the southern suburbs of Beirug, which were actually hit hard during the
conflict, [ visited them for an afternoon right aftzr the cease-fire was declared.
The destruction is tmpressive, Mevertheless, [ left the sector at the end of my
visit, and it took seven mnures of driving 1o get hack to our design studio,
which had remained operstional throughout the war—and [ realized we were
woekls apart. Beinut, like the rest of the region, i o small but complex avivon-
ment where different forces have built up, independent of one another. At some
poit one radical project collides with another, and the implications are explo-
sive. This was the case in 1958, in 1967, in 1973, in 1975, in 1982, It is the story
of al aur wars, and the story repeats itself. You have heard of Beirur as the
wonderful tourist destinaibon; the prosperous inancial hub for banking; the
revolutionary city for somwe intellecruals of the “ros; the city of complicated
wars, of hostages and terrcrism; and maybe vou 1ave also heard aboot ts refu-
geesand the displaced, There are too many stories and none of them simple.
L often take visitors to Beirat on a tour of the Central District to show them the
wonderfully manicured chank of ity created there in the last ten years or so.
Muost interesting is how we cross the district's bocder and immediately sneoun-
ter the radically different eealities of the rest of the city, lirerally just beyond the
district’s limits.

THE FECOMSTRUCTION

Mos: of the country will certainly be affected economically by the larest events,
miakitg unclear the implicitions of this lagt war for the various factions thar
canstitute our political scene, Because of these complex political factors, it is
lso very difficult to foresee the mechanisms behind the reconstruction of what
was demolished. In the cady ooz, [ remember, there weee great expecaarions
for the rebuilding of the naion. As a student at the Graduate School of Design
at Harvard in 1og1, [ was concerned about the ripid and sysrematic knocking
dow of 'I-'r':].l'-d:':m.:lguﬂ I1||i||.'|:i||te;x in what would become the new Cenrral
[Mstrict, And so L worked on a scheme for Beirut, called E';-r_nfr_-'qr_g l‘n'.:::'.r.::,]'.-'rupl:'ﬁi.l'lg

Birmard Shoory, BI1E, L FRE, Boral, Tvo Wowd.

a public insmallation that would make the demolition of the ruins itself an arehi-
tectural act. Evolving Scars, like many other projects, remained on papee. In the
meantime, 2 substantial layer of the dry was wiped our, along with its refer-
ences o ous immediate past; the new master plan appreved by a governmental
decree was driven by a clear political agenda aiming to sterilize this sector of
Deivest, When Dinally came back oo Belrue in 1093, T had, like many other young
architecrs of my generation, naively believed that 1 could be one of the many
soldiers who would take part in a collective reconstruction effort to rebuild ous
citics. It ook me a few years, toomuch paper architectare, and many aborted
projecrs 1o sealize 1 was operating on the wrong front, Tae reconstruction proj-
ect 1 was expecting never happened.

FLAMN B

[t was time for a plan B, which was to work for the private sector. My cliens:
teday are imvolved in private venmires driven by finance and commerce, anc
this is wher: | operate: Simply put, [ build for the dch. ” don’t do social hous-
ing; | don't do governmental projets; Ldon't build schools or museums, anc
[ probably sever will. T helieve there is much to accomplish in the privare
sphere. Cities are built by the private sector through projects driven primarily
by financial profit. This is the reality in Beinut, and this is the reality of every
doveleping ity ever y whee, Denying this reality prevems us from taking pari
in the makmg of our cities. Relevant architecture should not be Lmited tc
exceptional programs such as schools, corporate headguarters of international
companies, museums, and publiclibraries. In fact, mos: of what the architec-
tural press and beautiful design books cover in polishec and well-written arti-
cles does not affect me. The kind of environment 1 operate in, and the realities
l'am interested in, become very dear when you consider that 1 started my
carcer working for the entertainment industrv—with projects such as Baig,
which appears in MOut of Beimic™—and that my second wave of projects came
from the barking scetar, Today, we have more than tweary-five projects i the
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| am concerned about
the very specificity of
every single situation.

My projects are not about
the past, and they are not
about the future. They are
about specific instances
existing in my present.

pipeling, many of which are located
in the Gulf region. [ ind pleasore in
the complexity and the difficulties
I encounter in the contexts 1 work
in. Sometimes the picture is not so pretty, but this is where I choose to be, and
1 don’t want to be anywhere else. You never go to sleep in Beinat, Tt is a city thar
keeps vou awake.

COMTEXT

| once descriled 2 commission of mine, the design of a building to exclsively
house a restaurant called Yabani, as a project aimed at a “fraction of a society
living in marvelous denial.™ [ was not being cynical or moralistic in my asscss-
ment, but rather recognizing obvious political and socal realities in Beir. The
gite of the restanrant, a sushi har, is a plot char was liverally side by side with the
ruin of a building in which refugees squatted, living without running water or
even windows. Yabami was a difficult mission 1o accept—difficult because of the
imposaibility thar such a highly visible entertainment destination, intended for
the wealthy few, should exist in that location, But it was with such impossibility
that the project ook shape. To explain: If you look at Beirut, most buildings
contribute to a continwous cacophony; their structures are most often just
literal interpretations of archaic building codes, such thar architecture becomes
almost torally irrelevant as 2 practice. Add o this the fact that a building is
rarely erccted just to house a restaurant, and you grasp the importance of
addressing the absurd presence of Yahani where it exists—the impossibilicy of
it exisrence. 5o we exaggerated that aspect by making an uninhibited jgesture.
In the continuous and loud architectural cacophony of the surroundings, we
planted something thar didn’t respond to the logic of construction generating
all the buildings avound ir. We made an oveely pretentions resnire, &.um-.-ll'ung
almost glorifying its futile program: [t is not an opera house or a palace of
justice, but rather a sushi bar put where it doesn’t belong. You penetrate the
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building chrough a rall, circular
vitmime, which moves you down ver-
tically one floor below street level.
Once you're dining downstairs,
vou're completely removed from
vour surroundings, You have no
contact with your immediate envi-
ronment; vour only contact with
the castsice world is the ceiling win-
dows, through which vou see noth-
ing but the sky. Yet on the other side
of the perimeter walls of the dining
hall is a completely different world,
aisother social reality,

This experience is somiehow sim-
ilar w0 iy eecent visit 1o the south-
arn subuadhs and thicie T'-m.‘-:llﬁi ty tor
myy little world; it's somchow the
same thing. Of eourse, in this and
my other projects [ didi’t bring the
gouthern suburbs to the dry cenrer,
o take the city center to the south-
ecn suburhs, But the act cannot be as simple as that. My entertaimment projects
in Beiruit—the Yabani project on the former demarcation line, the Bor8 project
in the Quarantaine, and the Centrale restaurant at the edge of the Beirut Central
District—are about recognizing and confronting different social realines and
trying to make these issues visible, In thar sense these projects are very contex-
tual, T don't see my work as representational, mind vou. Tam concerned about
the very specificity of every single situation. My projects are not about the past,
and they are not about the future. They are about specific instances existing m
My Present.

TEMPDRALITY

My three entertainment projects, the fiest | built, were undertaken with a pred:
termined and limited life span. They are temparary buildings. Their life span:
were already fixed before construction began, which is an edd experience for an
architect, and perhaps a lintle saddening—to know while designing your project
that it will be bulldoezed at a specific date in the near future, The nightclub Bois,
for example, was built in 1968 o a plot reated for only five years (although w has
managed o stay operational until gaday, whiich, it turns out, is also the case
with the other two entertainment projects). Tle temporality of these works 1= 3
result of the short-term nature of entertainment ventures. Entertainment ven-
ues can be frivolous and 1 will not be accountable for my architectural friveliTy
in such circumstances. 1 accept the liability for the short-term and temporary
narure of my projects. All three entertainment projects are located in areas that
were, at the tme of their consteuction, stll in postwar convalescence. What 18
possible during such periods of recovery is often not possible later. 1 would
have liked to see this kind of spontaneous recovery happen in the reconstiis
tion of the Beirut Centeal District project, which was initiated in the early 955
This did not happen. As for the recovery of our southern villages and the south-
ern suburbs of Beirur, Dam afmid it will be too spontanecss, C
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