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Native Architect Has Desﬂgns on Beirut’s Future

Continued From First Page
rise, the City Center Building’s path to
preservation shows how Beirut's turbu-
lent past continues to intrude on the city’s
present—and future.

Although Mr. Khoury, 35 years old,
grew up in Beirut, he barely remembers
the distinctive egg-shaped dome from
back then. The war started when he was
seven vears old. Downtown was espe-
cially contested precisely because it was
the area where the city’s ethnic and reli-
gious hodgepodge—Druze, Maronite
Christians, Shiite Muslims and Palestin-
jans—mixed each day and held compet-
ing claims. It became a fearsome no-
man's land. Though Christian, Mr.
Khoury's immediate family lived on the
predominantly Muslim side of the city,
separated from relatives in the east.

Mr. Khoury left Lebanon in 1986 to at-
tend the Rhode Island School of Design,
and then Harvard's architecture school,
where he became interested in the recon-
struction of his hometown that was just get-
ting under way. He returned with big ideas,
mostly for the monumental architecture he

figured would mark the effort. After more

than a dozen attempts to win major commis-
sions, he came up empty. Solidere was me-
ticulously rehabilitating downtown, but
largely in a refined French Colonial style.
Mr. Khoury bristled at this “postcard im-
age” of the Middle East.

After moving to New York in 1997—for
good, he thought—Mr. Khoury was asked
by a friend to design a dance club back
home in Beirut. The project wasn't exactly
what he had aspired to, but he agreed todo
it. The site for the new club, eventually
named B018, had a long history as a refu-
gee camp: Armenians congregated there
around World War I and Palestinians in
the early 1970s. In 1976, about 1,000 Pales-
tinian were massacred there just after the
beginning of the war.

The Beirut City 'Elntlr Building

Mr. Khoury says that kind of history
can't be ignored, even for a dance club. So
he designed a dark, bunker-like under-
ground space with a retractable roof and a
dance floor studded with benches clearly
designed to evoke coffins. Criticized by
some as utterly macabre, B018 nonethe-
less attracted a big local and international
following. It also won Mr. Khoury acelaim
in architectural circles. That led to other
bars and restaurant commissions.

Meanwhile, Solidere continued with its
multibillion-dollar recasting of downtown,
and frequently hired eminent architects
and urban designers. The next big phase
of the project was launched this month
with an international competition to de-
sign Martyr's Square, a once-bustling
plaza that now is a barren swath of land.

Here the symbolic heart of the city is
forcing a confrontation with one painful re-
sult of the war: Balkanized into sectarian
enclaves, Beirut stillis along way from the
mixing pot it once was. Solidere planners
want a rejuvenated Martyr's Square to
help remedy that. “It's the only place
where all the groups in the city really
came together. That has to happen again,”
says Angus Gavin, who manages the ur-

ban-development division of Solidere.

Overlooking Martyr's Square is the
wreck of the Beirut City Center Building.
It was designed in the 1960s by Lebanese
architect Joseph Philippe Karam. At the
time, Lebanon was coming into its own
two decades after gaining independence
from the French. Beneath the large white
dome, which housed a theater and exhibi-
tion space, were six underground floors
of shopping and parking.

The war brought a long period of ne-
glect. In the early 1930s, Lebanon's fi-
nance ministry considered the building
for a headquarters, and even constructed
a foundation and four basement floors for
a new tower next to the egg before abort-
ing the project. At first, Solidere planned
to demolish the building. But as Solidere's
chairman, Nasser Chamma, squired celeb-
rity architects around town in the past
year, many were struck by the odd-shaped
building next to Martyr's Square.

Having decided to spare the building,
Solidere officials didn't know what to do
with it. They did know who might: Mr.
Ehoury. He jumped at their offer.

Classic restoration, though, isn't what
he has in mind. He plans to surround the
dome in a huge red scaffolding, giving it
the permanent feel of a construction site.
The building surface will be left as is—bul-
let pocks, mortar holes, crumbling plaster
and all—wrapped in wire mesh. A pavilion
below the dome will be studded with win-
dows onto the subterranean floors, which
will house gallery and exhibition spaces.

Solidere officials say they hope the new
City Center will attract more young resi-
dents downtown. So does Mr. Khoury. If it
does, he points out, the attraction will be
the way Beirut’s past and future intersect
inits present. “It's a complicated situation,
and I like complicated situations,” he says.

—Farnaz Fassihi
contributed to this article,
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. Capital Improvements:

. Architect Who Left Beirut
Has Designs on Its Future
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After Building Reputation in Clubs,
Mr. Khoury Sets Sights on City Center

By BILL SPINDLE

BEIRUT, Lebanon—Bernard Khoury stared up at
an egg-shaped building, half of it sheared away. A tan-
gle of broken concrete, rusting girders and bent steel
rods stuck out the side. What remained was pocked with
bullet and mortar holes. For the Harvard University-
trained Lebanese architect, here was something to be-
hold. “It’s beautiful,” he said. “Like Beirut is beautiful.”

Slated for destruction as recently as last year, the
Beirut City Center Building is among the last struc-
tures in Beirut’s once war-torn downtown that still bear
the scars of the war that raged off and on here until
1990. The building, constructed
in the 1960s, has been empty
since 1975, when the conflict
first broke out in the city, which
had commonly been called the
Paris of the Middle East.

Beirut went on to suffer a de-
cade and a half of shooting and
shelling by ethnic clans, reli-
gious fanatics and the Israeli,
U.S. and Syrian militaries.
Since the end of the war, much
of the area around the City Cen-

| | ter building has been restored
Bernard Khoury  through a monumental, and of-
. ten controversial, renewal ef-
fort led by a private development company, Solidere,
whose biggest investor, billionaire Rafik Hariri, went
on to become Lebanon’s prime minister.

The downtown renovation has erased almost all
signs of the war. Assem Salam, a prominent Lebanese
architect and Solidere critic, says it “has been done
with a total disregard for the memory of the city.

But in a region where strife is once again on the
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