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Renowned Lebanese architect Bernard Khoury believes
developers are failing to meet the challenge of building in the

Middle East. He tells Anna Louie Sussman how the Gulf has
to develop its own architectural vision

hough Beirut-based Bernard Khoury dislikes being called
architecture’s bad boy, you only have to hear his views on

building design in the Middle East to understand how he got

all in Beirut: BO18, an underground nightclub not far from his offices,
with its ceiling that opens to the sky; Centrale, an upscale restaurant
in a gutted, landmarked building in the Gemmayze neighborhood;
and Yabani, a subterranean sushi restaurant reached through an ele-
vator that pokes up from the ground like a giant Tylenol pill.
Khoury’s ambition, and his pride, reflect a desire for a 1ar;ger cul-
tural renaissance in the region. For Khoury, the Gulf presentsa unique

opportunity tobuild onanexceptionally large scale, a departure from
his first few projects in his small, densely populated Mediterranean
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homeland. Cities like Dubai are also unique in the pace at which
they're being built, something that presents its own challenges. But,
he says, these opportunities have largely been missed.

More of the same
“The bulk of what you see in the Gulfis built by what Gulf develop-

ers call international firms,” he tells me in his cavernous offices » :
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the tag. The 40-year-old, a graduate of Rhode Island and Harvard
design schools, is probably still best known for his earliest projects,
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in the grimy industrial district of Karantina, dressed in trademark
dark clothes, his pants tucked into his boots, his hair cropped
short, and always with something to smoke (pipe, cigarette, cigar)
in one hand. “In fact, they are just big corporate firms, and they do,
in my opinion, second-rate recipes that are blindly imported from
America and just fed to the developers.

“Unfortunately, in this part of the world, we are inheriting the
worst aspect of American culture when it comes to construction;
recipes that are dictated by the corporate worlds, whereby there
are certain rules for building, for instance, a mall, a hotel, or a res-
idential tower — recipes you would see applied anywhere from
Shanghai to the suburbs of Houston. They are non-site-specific;
they are non-culture-specific.”

The bottom line

Khoury blames this formulaic archetype on a lack of vision on the :
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partof expatriate managers, who come from outside the Gulf torun

development firms. With an eye on the bottom line, and withoutan

intimate understanding of their environment, they fail to see how
something like a mall can, and should, reflect the local culture.
“A mall in Kuwait, Riyadh or Dubai is, in fact, a public space of

much greater importance than a mallin Shanghai or the suburbs of

Houston,” he says. “There are cultural specificities that one has to

understand when one builds in this part of the world, or anywhere
where you operate at such ascale.” Without the understanding that
someone from the region can provide, you are left with a “very big
gap,” as he puts it, “between their models, their recipes, and-the
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“Cities have been generated, sometimes from scratch, at an incred- S
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social, cultural, and political realities of the context.”
Fast times
Filling in this gap is not always easy, he acknowledges, given

that the rate of building in the Gulf is as bewildering as the scale.

ible pace. The challenges that come out of these circumstances are

very contemporary. The fact that these cities are totally emerging

from the private sector is a reality that is very contemporary. A lot

Khoury's cutting-
edge designs
can be seen at

Beirut restaurants

Centrale (feft) and

Yabani (right)
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of interesting opportunities are there, but they’ve been missed. »
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that has any serious architectural interest.”

Even the big-name, headline-grabbing projects currently under
construction in the region fail to excite him. “I refer to these as sig-
nature projects — the Zaha [Hadid] projects, the Rem [Koolhaas]
projects... When developers call for these architects, although it

seems their intentions are serious at the beginning, in most cases
it’s a call for a signature, not a call for serious thought. These
designers are being asked to replicate what they’ve already done in

Europe or some other part of the Western world.”

Making history

Khoury talks me through some of his projects —a resort under con-

soon to be built in Kuwait City — explaining, in each instance, how
the design reflects local peculiarities. It becomes apparent his build- |

ings, love them or hate them, do at least have something to say.

“I'm interested in formulating something that stems out of this
environment, and I think it can only come from inside, because it’s

only from the inside that you can really understand the subtleties

of a culture,” he says. He is critical of an indigenous “incapacity
to deal with the present, an incapacity to contribute to the mak- -

ing of modernity. We always define ourselves through resorting
to colonialist pictures, through their dangerous oversimplification
of history. It’s always the arch, the sand dunes, the camel, which
has nothing to do with contemporary Dubai, or what contempo-
rary Dubai could be. That’s history —but it's a fabrication of history
that’s more Western than local.”

Despite his grim assessment of the work done thus far, his outlook |

remains optimistic. “Iwant to believe thatitis possible to be modern,”
he says, “in a way that deals with the past and looks to the future.” B
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struction in Oman, a never-built, women-only spa in Riyadh, a mall

MMMNJQJPLJ&FJ,QJHJ&USJ Lg_,_..g‘.:-baud.oﬂo&ﬁ&s
a).iht:-ulnmg

b oeliall dalatell 5 CipSIl apetll 425e 3 Uil (e Sl oS
ME&&lDd‘BﬂéﬂsAﬁstwbdj LaJ.nJucL)yuw)LanAJ)JnL_..uﬂl

g Byloend! ol cpgulill) aisas L Lags ouy 8 Jeouig ¢ pmaad 0ynd ¢ aghall
usj}diwu%lywtwlﬁo]fu@u! Jl.‘)j{.()'L?u...qu

PUSHL C;.)Lr...&{_»s co)....Ss._llS)...u RYE d‘w_!l‘_sjd.ms Lol ols,adl ddln

u-'-"l-"“-‘1 skl Syl (a3 g Ao, Siliog (ygaty
La..sd.S.:).a‘szsLa.Jl 19.>|5.miL._._a_Ia.m6Jl_~L>uu;u Lozl sgud” aslig
u.u19.,&i_..»1MB;WL:J!‘_;{S)AJI_LbL.JcL&Jmo)_mL}uLLas el glay
L}S@Lﬁdld?u&la.lulﬂﬂgt{y c)L,eJ&..)C)“I 3 gl g slind dine

E LQJWJ Wu&:bﬂfﬁ@ﬂﬁﬂf'ya&s”&wwcu

W SN | D 3| PV S

el e 555

L ehaall g a1 oylais e 5 Sl 3laddl ode 5 B psllls JUn (AL
P4 d,-.a_‘?u L_';LC pﬁ)..sj.: &= - ).19Ja...” ‘—‘l-{)*'-’ O}IJY C.J?_” C)L) R L_)_..mbLn“

82 March 2009

gl Gl





