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A Hopeless Romantic

BEIRUT'S ARCHITECTURE HERITAGE AND ITS DEMON

Bernard Khoury
interviewed by Ghaith Abi Ghanem

Ghaith Abi Ghanem: I would like to discuss
nostalgia—whether it’s in architecture, urban
planning, or design. Do you think nostalgia has

a specific and fixed definition, or does it change
according to context and time?

Bernard Khoury: Well, I'm not very good at producing definitions.
I’'m not into theory and | am not very interested in what it produces.
Theory has a tendency to flatten things out, in the sense that it
generates consensual definitions, rarely addressing the specific. |
am much more interested in the specificities of given situations, this
allows me to avoid the accountability that objective theory might
entail. Maybe we'll talk about nostalgia later on in our discussion,
when you hit me with a more precise question that | can relate to.
Otherwise, | could be tempted to describe nostalgia in negative or
reductive terms. | have a tendency to resist collective nostalgia. |
can be allergic to folklore or the aesthetic trends it could produce
and the sugarcoated tableaus that confirm reductive representations
of a territory or a project. | would take as a blatant example the
nostalgia that our modern architectural heritage has triggered in
some of our close circles lately. This kind of nostalgia is often

the product of superficial trends, reductive interpretations. It
aestheticizes what was intended to be a more consequential project,
one that was rooted in social, political, and ideological agendas. |
have a problem with the bourgeois embracing brutalism as a trend—
with those who perceive exposed concrete as refined, elegant, and
sleek. | see this as a disgrace to our fathers and grandfathers, a
somber perversion of what the modern heroes fought for, and a
cynical and macabre celebration of their bankruptcy.

It’s productive to talk about the general, I think. How
do we deal with the notion of longing, for instance?

Is it fabricated? A reconstruction? How is it different
from the present? One way to examine longing, through
architecture, is to move across different scales: the
neighborhood, the building, the object etc.

In what ways does the built environment we inhabit
today reflect the culture of the time?

If you study the evolution of any urban fabric and observe it closely,
while attending to its specificities, you might try to identify the
connections between the social and political conditions, and the
built mass they generate. When it comes to Beirut and the evolution
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of its urban fabric over the last few decades, what these complex
processes have produced has most often been catastrophic. Again, |
would like to look at very specific cases. The obvious one that keeps
making its way into my conversations lately is a project we completed
over a year ago. It was a very problematic project from the outset,
located in what could qualify as a problematic zone, in the vicinity of
the railway station by the infested banks of the Beirut river.

The ship, they call it.

It was given so many names. The ship, the banana, the monster...
whatever. That project sits today in the middle of what seems to be
mostly agricultural land. It is located fairly close to the city center,
just a few hundred meters away from the National Museum, very
close to important intersections of major national arteries. Yet,
most of the plots around it are undeveloped, and a good percentage
of the surroundings are still agricultural. What was so potentially
fatal about this specific plot was the fact that its 400-meter-long
perimeter intersected with only 6.5 meters of public domain. This
meant that more than 98% of its site perimeter could face blind
walls or the back of potential neighboring developments erected
along our plot’s periphery. These could go as high as 50 meters.

In the absence of a master plan and the basic mechanisms that
should regulate the growth and development of our urban fabric,

we have to anticipate the catastrophes that could occur in a close
and foreseeable future. When the state fails to secure the breathing
space of the plots we build on, we have to take matters into our
own hands. Our project started by defining the strategies that would
make it immune to the unpredictable developments that could take
place in such a dangerous and hostile environment. The bankruptcy
of the state, the absence and incompetence of its institutions are
fundamentally political matters. In turn, the practice of architecture
in such conditions becomes a political act. In a city with such a rich
and unpredictable fabric, this can make things very complicated.

What do you mean by rich? How is the fabric rich?

Well, Beirut is a city that's quite complex in many aspects.
Attempting to understand and study the evolution of its fabric is not
a scientific exercise. Over the last few decades, the city has grown
at an incredible pace. The Beirut my father grew up in, for instance,
in the 1930’s, was 80% sand dunes and agricultural land. 80% of
what you know as Beirut, today, was not urban—not urban according
to our contemporary understanding, at least.

The overwhelming majority of the urban condition you experience in
present day Beirut has grown too spontaneously. This has created
chaotic and very often catastrophic conditions. Beirut is made up
of a fabric that is extremely rich in terms of catastrophes. Hidden
behind and around every single plot of our beloved city are sour
and very complex conditions. | prefer to look at those conditions

as rich and inspiring situations. For others, they can provoke very
basic mechanisms of defense that the developers and their passive
architects most often adopt irresponsibly. That is why most of

our fabric today is constituted of what | would call “solitary and

impermeable islands”: entities or buildings that are not in dialogue
with each other. Beirut is like a room packed with people who

have their backs turned to each other, who won’t engage in any
sort of collective dialogue because they do not share any common
project. | have tried, in most of the interventions | have worked on
in Beirut, all of which were commissioned by the private sector,

to make sense out of this. Back to the scheme you called “the
ship”. As we were given a very deep site, the developer’s initial
agenda was to minimize the footprint of the building and place it
at the tip of the plot, leaving a generous setback along its length.
The result would have been a very tall building with blind walls
along the neighboring plots, and facades that would only breathe
through the setbacks secured within the plot. In other words, we
would have erected another unfriendly structure that turns its

back to its future neighbors. This would have been the safest, yet
most irresponsible, urban gesture in an environment where we
were the first to intervene. Instead, | decided to take a suicidal or
voluntarily masochistic posture, which consisted of aligning the
structure to 100% of the site’s periphery, with a continuous setback
of 4.5 meters at ground level. As we designed and stacked the 9
floor plates above, we kept offsetting inwards according to a very
scientific formula. By keeping relatively generous voids all along,
we were able to erect permeable or open facades on the totality of
the project’s perimeter. | look at this project as the most generous,
conscientious urban act. | look at it as a friendly naked monster
that opens its arms as it leans backwards, never giving its back

to its future neighbors and hoping they will be kind enough to do
the same. I'm very amused when I'm told that this building looks
violent. It is the kindest monster you could erect on this plot. | did
not waste any energy in attempting to invent any form or shape here.
No cheap gimmicks that try to reconcile the project with any sort
of consensual definition or simplistic and superficial understanding
of its context. This strategy that we adopted, and its rigorous
implementation produced the odd shapes that people refer to as a
ship, the monster, or whatever they want to call it... The building’s
morphology is shaped by our reaction to the fabric, anticipating
the behavior of our future neighbors. This is a dangerous game in
which uncalculated risks could be lethal. These are situations you
will never encounter in regulated and secured urban environments.
This is Beirut, not Rotterdam, Houston, or Dubai. | am convinced
that our city brings forward extreme yet very specific conditions that
deserve generous and courageous postures.

How do you envision the public’s reaction to this process?
| have the right to be a hopeless romantic, and an optimist. | believe
that architecture can also be a generous act. Yet, many of those who
are stuck in simplistic and over-nostalgic perceptions of our beloved
city may think that my work is idiosyncratic or disconnected from

its territory. They perceive my buildings as black and aggressive.
They allow our city to be represented by a very strict color palette
and dismiss all the tones that could disrupt the pretty picture they
desperately try to promote. | believe that interesting cities are
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built on situations that can challenge superficial representations of
the territory. Architects should have the courage to bring forward
meaningful contributions that escape the reductive definitions of
context even when this could imply a more difficult recuperation or
the disqualification of their work.

This building, as a case study, confronts the reality of
the fabric and proposes a way to deal with it. You find
loopholes that enable you to turn a dangerous situation
into a creative scenario. As I see it, today, developers are
the urban planners of this city. They have the authority
and power to shape it.

The developers are the players engaging in a big and potentially
lethal game, on a territory that has no regulatory mechanisms. The
solitary architect does not have the power or means to revive or
restore the corrupt, incompetent, and bankrupt state institutions. |
gave up on this a long time ago in favor of more pragmatic and very
specific strategies that are developed in response to every particular
set of conditions | confront. | refer to these as my mechanisms of
survival. That's how we reinforce our immunity and that’s how we
can hopefully construct relevant meaning through circumstantial
propositions. Architects should claim back the political relevance of
their practice, in the least expected situations, and, most often, on
unstable grounds.

Looking at the body of work you’ve done in Beirut, I
can discern three segments or stages in it. The first is
subversive, challenging, and rebellious, marked by the
‘architect of the war’ working for the entertainment
sector. It was a very strong gesture that links you,
maybe in a nostalgic way, to the war, or a rebellion
against it.

The second stage, in my view, presents a very
interesting change characterized by the new typology
for residential buildings that you developed after your
“entertainment” projects. The buildings have a strong
or stark aesthetic, but they still managed to blend into
the environment.

The third phase felt like it was the result of
collaborations with developers; the projects became,
scale-wise, massive. Denser and more frequent, they
suddenly started shaping what we saw every day in
the city. The architecture became a significant spatial
marker in the city. How do you think your work
interacted with its context? Do you see these threads or
stages across your work?

That’s one way of looking at it. | did begin my work in the
entertainment sector. | wasn’t entrusted with the development and
design of spaces in which people would raise their kids. | wasn’t
deemed an architect capable of dealing with permanence. | kind
of voluntarily accepted this relationship with temporality, which |
thought was also very circumstantial, and very much the result of
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this post-war period, during which | was constantly confronted with
zones that | called “convalescent zones”.

The entertainment sector could afford to take so-called radical
postures because of this relationship with temporality or
impermanence. They were experiences of entertainment, or
debauchery, and the structures we erected for them were not meant
to last.

That sector allowed me to start building, and that was important.
As an architect, you're trained to think in terms of permanence.
We're probably the last professionals who are still very much stuck
in the Stone Age because we manipulate permanent materials;
because we start a project that might take six, seven, eight years of
construction. So, you take a position at some point in time, thinking
you're dealing with the present. You might even pretend to project
a situation that could survive foreseeable future conditions. By the
time you’re done, the city has gone somewhere else and things
have changed. From the most minute of solutions to the big picture
you've proposed, your project ends up coping with conditions you
could never predict. This could be potentially fatal.

| think that's a fundamental problem our practice has. We're literally
dragging behind. The situation was different up until the 19%
century. Before the mechanical age, architecture and the practices
related to it not only shaped the city, but also played important roles
in shaping societies. The mechanical acceleration of modernity that
took us from animal speed to mechanical speed already presented
its own set of problems for architecture. At some point in time, the
heroes of modernism thought they could keep up with it and take
part in the game, but the result was not so convincing.

Then came another acceleration, a far more dramatic one
characterized by a shift from mechanical speed to electronic speed,
or the absolute speed [of light], and, with it, the phenomenon of
dematerialization. That's when we were completely out of the game.
In an age of immediacy, where meaning is mostly produced through
practices that are in tune with new modes of cultural production,
the practice of architecture, rooted in permanence, could not keep
up. Its immutable nature could not survive the speed at which

the image or information circulates, is recuperated, consumed,

and finally disappears. I'm still talking about our relationship with
temporality, for which speed is fundamental.

The first six projects | built had expiry dates that were already
determined, on paper, in a contract, before | began designing them.
Each project was to last six to nine years—extremely short life spans
relative to construction time. It was very strange...

Take Yabani, for instance. The whole scenario | proposed revolved
around the impossibility of its existence on that site, or, more
precisely, the absurdity of its existence, on that site, at the time it
was commissioned to me. | think its lifespan was nine years, upon
signature of the design contract. The site was located on the former
demarcation line, on Damascus road. Most of the surrounding
buildings were abandoned, unrestored, and still bore visible traces
of the 15-year conflict. In fact, the building that was shoulder-
to-shoulder to our site was squatted by refugees who were living

without running water, handrails, and windows. What | proposed at
the time was a gesture that celebrated the violent contrast between
the existing surroundings and the decadent condition we intended
to implement. The venue we erected served Japanese cuisine at $50
to $100 a pop, while the squatters next door didn't have running
water or handrails. They were mostly construction workers earning
around $150 a month. The whole scheme was plotted around
staging and perverting this clash of conditions. It was an attempt to
create relevant meaning out of what | called “the marvelous denial
of post-war bourgeois society”. My detractors often criticized me
for articulating perilous critical positions in spaces that produced
pleasure, and on the decadent postures of the social class | was
catering to.

| suggest you go visit the site today, after more than 15 years have
passed since | delivered the project. Like most of the structures
around it, the building next door has been rehabilitated, its run-
down spaces were converted to fancy apartments, catering to a
bourgeois clientele. On the other hand, my project —Yabani—is now
squatted by Syrian refugees. The oversized circular elevator, which
was used to move the guests from an over-exposed and decadent
posture at street level to a comfortable secluded condition at the
center of the bar below ground, is now used by the refugees as their
living room.

It's very interesting to see how the tide turned on me. No matter
how affirmative you can be at some point in time, the city has an
unpredictable logic. Suddenly the tide turns and something else
happens. My early entertainment projects, then, were extremely
spontaneous and circumstantial. Their relationship with temporality
was very contemporary. In many ways, they weren't architectural.
They were urban installations that functioned and performed like
complex instruments. We were provoking conditions, almost like
the Situationists, at a very specific moment in time, triggering very
specific behaviors in an attempt to create relevant meaning.

The exposure that my work within the entertainment industry
received, in media and foreign press especially, gave us a certain
credibility. This paved the way for us to work with banks, which
was, and still is, a more discrete episode of my career.

| still have very complex and interesting relationships with a
number of banks.

It's fascinating to observe how banks operate. They have very
complex and very sophisticated strategies that they deploy in the
city and their territories at large. There is something very militaristic
about it.

After the banks came the developers. They approached me for
practical reasons. They didn’t come to me because of poetry,

but because of numbers, performance, and exposure. | was
fortunate to start working with developers of my generation who
were relatively young and took supposed risks by questioning the
prevailing typologies that the real estate market was adopting as an
unquestionable rule. I'm referring to the catastrophic plans we've
been fed for the last 40 to 45 years: very poor interpretations of
modernist recipes that have gone sour. It was that and nothing but
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that. We went completely against that.

We fought the prevailing residential typology and we won. Today, I'm
no longer the only one to do that, but | can very proudly say that |
was the first one to do it in my neighborhoods so to speak. That was
a political act. That was, in fact, a far more political act than the
very obvious post-war references (as you referred to earlier) that were
very obvious in my early entertainment projects.

It is a political act to reconcile the dwellings with their
neighborhoods, to open them up by proposing alternative, exposed
journeys on their facades, by making sure that, to go from your
bathroom to your kid’s bedroom or to the kitchen, you’re confronted
with the realities of the street. This uninhibited exposure to the
immediate context is a political act. This produces not only a

better urban fabric but also a better social fabric. To everyone’s
surprise, the projects we produced were more than viable, financially
speaking. In fact they were far more successful than those that still
adopted the conventional formulas. We had won our war against the
traditional developers and we had beaten them on their own territory.
With that, obviously, | started getting more projects, which made

it easy to denounce me as a traitor who basically sold his soul to
developers simply because | could build bigger and more visible
buildings. Well, that’s a very dangerously simplistic way of looking at
things. Not so long ago, there was the episode of the Brasserie...

The Village.
It's not a village.

That’s the name of the project.

That'’s a very lousy name, but that’s not important. What’s important
is the intention and what we’ve done with it. I've read all sorts of
absurd things by people who really don’t know what they’re talking
about. For instance: “They’re building a lot in this neighborhood,
which makes it too expensive now,” or “they’re dragging the
residents out of this place.” Well, that makes absolutely no

sense, because the more you build, the more stock there is, the
cheaper the stock becomes. If you don’t provide more stock, as

the city grows and the demand increases, the stock becomes more
expensive. On a purely financial, economic level, even, this critique
makes no sense. You don’t need a Doctorate in Economics to
understand that.

More dangerous is their relation to history—this whole idea of
preservation. | think I've done my part when it comes to dealing with
memory and the impossibility to formulate a common consensual
history. My first architectural experiment on that front dates back to
1991, with my Evolving Scars project. The proposal was looked at as
an anti-Solidere manifesto. It wasn’t really just about that, it was a
bit more complicated.

Dealing with the memory of our territory is something I've been
confronted with and worked with for quite a long time, not only in the
comfort of an academic cocoon, like most of my critics, but on the
ground. The Centrale project is an example of that—a fairly obvious
one. What do you do when you are confronted with a difficult or
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impossible recuperation? In fact, almost every single project we've
done in an urban environment tackles questions of patrimony and
history. On that chapter, | really think I've done my part. | certainly
don’t need a lesson from those who are criticizing me from the
comfort of their academic cocoons, those who were never confronted
to the sour realities of the battlefield.

The Brasserie is, legally, a building that you cannot recuperate. If
they knew the construction law, they wouldn't have even started
this discussion. Unfortunately, the only space they know in this
building is its main hall, in which a few raves were held, because
they are tourists and they don’t know shit.

That building was over 80 percent storage rooms and fridges,

so it had very few windows, and the ceiling height of most of

its floor slabs was under 2.60-2.65 m. Legally, if you ask for

a rehabilitation permit, you have to comply with the building
regulations of the City of Beirut which imposes a minimum of

2.8 meters of clear height in all internal surfaces. So most of the
slabs had to go, simply because they were not legal, except for
that main hall. If you destroy the slabs, you are left with a facade
that doesn’t stand structurally. You need to keep it up while you
build other slabs. Once you start building other slabs that conform
to the legal heights, they no longer match the openings of its
elevations. This means that the facades and those openings (which
have absolutely no value), are not salvageable. The building didn’t
have underground parking. In order to satisfy the legal parking
requirements, whatever the end use of the building may be, a
minimum of 2 underground levels is required. That alone is simply
impossible to achieve.

All that criticism, which is the product of nostalgia, is dangerously
simplistic. Over the last 20 or so years of practicing on this
complex territory, | have been fighting many wars, but | think it's
important to choose your territory, because fighting a war on the
wrong territory might be detrimental to the cause. The amateurs

don’t know that because they have no experience on the battlefield.

The problem with most of these so-called historical
preservationists, who signed the very superficial petitions
condemning the project, is that they never proposed any serious
strategy or consistent argument whatsoever. Zero. | cannot be
associated with this sort of nostalgia.

Obviously, these nostalgic preservationists didn’t even look at the
project and what it was about. The scheme complies with the
very severe realities of a very high exploitation factor dictated by
the building law. This is a financial reality, which any honest and
competent professional cannot deny. The project has about 100
apartments, not one of which is accessed through a blind core.
Every single apartment, in fact, down to the 50-square meter
studio, takes you from the elevator to your own balcony. You enter
your house through your balcony, just like my father did in my
grandfather’s Horsh house in the Clemenceau district, back in the
1920s/1930s. It's very much part of a Mediterranean culture that
these idiots seem to have forgotten, because they don’t see history
beyond very superficial clichés.

Evolving Scars © BERNARD KHOURY
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Who do you mean by ‘the people’? Academics?
Practitioners?

Some of them are frustrated practitioners, others are jerkoff
academics. | think that you have to know which wars to wage. | have
no sympathy for the idiots.

Do you think the program of high-end residential
apartments is the right one for this neighborhood on
this plot of land?

The program is the core of everything, but there’s nothing wrong with
commercial space or residential developments. Nowadays, cities are
built mostly around them. What are they looking for? A museum?
What are we talking about? A museum? OK, what museum? What
kind of la-la land do they live in? Beirut is not an environment that
makes it possible for a museum to exist at this point. In the absence
of credible or viable institutions, there is no museum.

What about a cultural or community space? Is this very
stupid? A playground or a sports facility?

What is ‘cultural’? What is ‘community’? Who is behind this? Which
institution? When you propose something, you have to propose it

in its economical context, and in its political, social and cultural
environment. What cultural institution are you talking about? Where?
In Oslo? In Bordeaux? Where are you? This is a private property, it's
a private plot—there was a factory on it. It belongs to a family. If
the state comes in and buys it, and has a great project for it, we'll
discuss that. Where is the state? Where is the nation state? Where
are the institutions that can carry such a project? What are you
talking about?

Take on the institutions, rebuild the nation, and then maybe we
can have this conversation. Until then, don’t waste your time, and
| certainly won’t waste mine discussing institutional programs on
this territory. When you propose unrealistic, dangerously romantic,
stupid, and naive propositions, you become a danger to my cause.

| have to eradicate you. | will kill you, with no mercy whatsoever.

| have no tolerance for this bullshit. Yes, you can produce culture
out of a nightclub, out of a fucking restaurant, out of a private
residential development. You can make a relevant project where
culture is least expected and that’s a heroic act. Mark my words! If
you can’t understand that, shut the fuck up. I’'m tired of people who
think that culture only happens in museums, social housing, or the
so-called cultural centers.

Why does it matter, then? The actual ghost?

It matters because | can show some respect to a dead body without
being a fetishist, without being morbid or superficial. I'm not a
necrophiliac. The morphology of the dead building, in fact—its
setback and the way it sat in the figure-ground plan of the city—was
in fact a very generous position. Unlike all the developments you see
that literally go to the limit of their property line, this building had a
very generous setback... It was the only breathing space available in
this suffocating little part of the so-called historical fabric, in which

there is no history remaining whatsoever. This was the only relevant
and recuperable thing. It's the DNA that we've extracted from it and
started our plan with.

Do you think the people of the neighborhood who live
there, or were born there, could afford an apartment in
such a building? Or do they have to go somewhere else
for other people to be able to live there?

Some do, some don’t. The evolution of the urban fabric is the

result of a number of complex parameters that involve politics,
economy, and so many factors that architects have to understand and
manipulate with honesty, humility, and a certain level of intelligence.
Again, as | said earlier, building more in the neighborhood does not
mean that those who were there before us will have to go. On the
contrary, the more stock available, the less prices go up. Anyone who
tells you the contrary is either a demagogue or an idiot who doesn’t
know what he is talking about.

Because people say you're the architect of the rich...
Yes, | am the architect of the rich. That’s absolutely true, and | have
no problem with it. | started building nightclubs and restaurants
that were not for the poor. | never built hospitals, schools, or social
housing. | never had the chance to serve any public institution, not
because | didn’t want to but simply because they were not there.
The politically correct posture consists of recognizing only the
public or social projects while dismissing most of what comes out
of the private sector. That’s a dangerously simplistic assessment.
On a territory where the public sector is incompetent, corrupt,

and bankrupt, you can either surrender and abandon the practice
of architecture, or have the courage to fight for its survival by
reevaluating the conventional strategies that have led to the total
bankruptcy of our practice.

Do those projects interest you, though?

I’'m not the kind of person who dreams of things that are not
accessible. | very often compare my career to that of my father,
who was born in 1929, and who, by the age of 30 had built
schools, stadiums, affordable housing for refugees, and so on. In
fact, the majority of his work, in the early part of his career, was

all institutional and public. It was not until the latter part of his
career, when the nation state had failed, that he started doing more
work for the private sector. |, on the other hand, have to survive
the bankruptcy of our state institutions. This is a radically different
political and economical context.

As one of the most prominent architects of the city,
that young people look and learn from, you’re saying,
flat out: “This is the scenario that we have, and that’s
the only way to deal with it. It’s a fantasy to aim for
public projects.”

The projects are not autonomous architectural propositions. In
fact, you have to understand the propositions that precede the
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architectural act. You have to assess and evaluate their limits on all
fronts: the economical, the social, the political... You have to build
strategies that push those limits beyond the mediocre, the expected,
the submissive, and the conventional recipes. You have to claim
back the authority that your agonizing profession has lost. You have
to create relevant meaning in the most unexpected situations. As an
architect, | have very limited powers, and | will keep on resorting to
every available means, seeking alliances with pirates, if necessary,
as long as | serve the right cause.

But you did take that direction towards politics...

| didn’t take that direction. What direction did | not take exactly? |
just take whatever comes to me and try to make the best out of it.
It's either that, or someone else would come in and do a bad job.

| think escaping or turning our backs to situations that seem
problematic at the beginning is a cowardly attitude. In fact, | look
at Beirut as a city built on exaggerated scenarios of situations that
you might encounter in the West. Cities are in the hands of the
private sector. This is a reality. Beirut is not an exception; it is just an
exaggerated example of that, whereby there is not 1% of the territory
that is in the hands of the public sector.

“We have to focus on the public; the private sector is evil.” That
is what a lot of academics and theorists say and believe. To that,

| say no. You have to have the courage to confront the result of a
conjuncture that goes beyond Lebanon and the bankruptcy of the
nation state. If you do not confront this, you'll be left out. The city
will take shape despite and without you. If you want to take part
in the game and hopefully steer things in the better direction. You
have to develop the muscles to construct relevant meaning out of
whatever is around you, without hanging on to the convention and
notion of culture in its most reductive form.

In your methodology, when you start a project, there’s
always a set of analyses that look into the fabric
itself: the plot, the street, the circulation etc. For this
particular building, in Mar Mkhayel, when did you
conduct interviews with people around, when you
started designing it? Did you factor in their opinion?
What was the actual process?

| don’t need the conventional tools of research that academia
imposes to us. This is my territory. | own it. | own the fucking
streets | walk on.

So the classical methodology involved in doing a project
here disappears. What methodology do you employ
instead?

There are a lot of very complex parameters to grapple with. To make
a long story short, we went through a nine-month process—we could
have made a baby in the meantime—of literally constructing the
case for preservation, of trying to preserve, down to the last stone:
scientifically, economically, and legally. There’s a lot of that to start
with. The regulation problems are completely absurd. How do you

resist that? How do you work around that? Add to that the complexity,
which comes with a financially viable private development and you're
up for a very difficult and challenging mission.

Do you think the transfer of development rights is a
factor that is contributing to the proliferation of large-
scale buildings for one person, rather than multiple
buildings of smaller scale?

It's an old proposition; we're not inventing it. Any basic urban
planner today in the west will tell you the same story. The future of
cities lies in their densification. | was with Hidalgo, the mayor of
Paris, just a few weeks ago. She is considered to be someone who
is very much sensitive to the growth and densification of Paris. This
is someone who is working on the re-implosion of the city on itself.
The future of urban living lies in building the city over the city—the
tagline of a design studio | taught seven years ago.

If you want to project to the future, by densifying the
city, what becomes of the neighborhood we’re talking
about? How does it breathe?

It's difficult to establish rules, particularly here, in our very
unpredictable environment, and in the absence of a collective
project. | go at it case by case. | know it's dangerous to say that,
because by doing so, you don’t establish any kind of coherence, but
that’s how you survive here. You take it case by case.

To go back to the Grande Brasserie... You disagree
that it’s a building worth preserving, whether for

the collective memory of the people, or its status and
function during the war, or its construction methods.

| didn’t say that it wasn’t worth preserving. Given the realities of its
context, | said it was impossible to preserve. Having said that, the
old Brasserie shows no architectural traits that were groundbreaking
relative to the time of its construction. None. Zero. Spatially, it's a
building that is absolutely of no interest whatsoever. Even if | were
a fetishist of the modern, or the early modern syntax, it is of no
interest whatsoever. | could see some interest in terms of it being
the first brasserie in the Levant, sure. Based on that, there is a
story that you can construct, but one that isn't necessarily built on
fetishizing or mummifying the structure. This take on history that
limits itself to mummification is, to me, a very dangerous approach.
The act of demolishing could be a historical act. In this situation |
tried to reformulate the questions relative to memory in what some
have perceived as an unorthodox act. | chose to build my case on
the poetry of the crime, tracing the disappearance of the ghost
rather than the mummification of the cadaver.

Do you think of demolition as a transformative act?

A couple of years back, | proposed an architectural intervention,
which | described as the architectural suicide of the Casa Malaparte.
In the story | proposed, this marvelous modern architectural icon
made famous by Jean-Luc Godard’s Le Mépris, gets tired of its
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iconic posture. Too often represented as an easily recognizable
Mediterranean postcard cliché and in a desperate attempt to reinvent
its life, the sublime structure makes a spectacle out of its voluntary
suicide. A monstrous demolition machine is grafted onto the
lethargic carcass of Villa Malaparte. The demolition device devours
the edifice as it turns its walls and slabs into rubble, throws them
over the cliff on which it stands so proudly into the Mediterranean
Sea. That was my take on history.

Documenting its death?

Documenting its suicide. That’s subjective history. When History
pretends to be too objective, it can be toxic. Back in 1991, |
worked on another demolition project. This one was dealing with
the carcasses of the war-torn buildings located in the former
historical center of Beirut. Many of these were condemned and
were in the process of being demolished. My proposition consisted
of documenting the disappearance of these buildings while turning
their demolition into an architectural act. For this, we designed

an apparatus that performed the demolition while feeding on the
memories of the citizens who would perform the act. Producing
architectural memory in the era of dematerialization requires
reinventing the tools of our practice. Architecture should no longer
be limited to erecting or mummifying matter. It should reinvent
itself in the age of the disappearance of matter.

Transformation, then, for you, is not adaptive reuse?
Adaptive reuse ends up being, most of the time, either a dangerously
naive act or a wise, cynical recuperation of a facade that implements
another animal behind its skin. In fact, it can be far less respectful
than the meaningful celebration of its demolition, as | just proposed.
That’s what we did at the Brasserie. We marked and built the vertexes,
demolished the edges of the building, and celebrated the void we
created: the absence of building. Above that void, we erected another
structure, which absorbed the majority of the developer’s program.

Let’s say, in the future, the Interdesign building is set
for demolition, in favor of another plot. Would you
celebrate its death and take a video of it? Does it sadden
you, that people can’t really understand the value of it?
There is a clear and growing interest in this building. It started

with foreign media attention, and the locals who needed that to get
sensitive. First, | do not shoot videos of the buildings | demolish. |
build situations around their demolition, produce the instruments of
demolition, and that is an architectural act.

Back to the Interdesign showroom. If the building is an architectural
tour de force, the heroic (and sometimes tragic) stories behind the
building, are even more interesting. It was designed in the early 70s
to exhibit the designs the company produced at the time. At that
point, it was still possible to develop an industry locally. It was a very
interesting and unique model, not only relative to Lebanon, but also
to the industry in general. | don’t think it was possible in Europe

at the time to even think that way. It was a factory that produced

Interdesign Showroom - Khalil Khouri © BERNARD KHOURY
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its own designs and manufactured its own tools of production.
Furniture manufacturers in the 70s didn’t fabricate the majority of
the accessories required to complete a mass-produced item. Most
of the components were bought from parallel supporting industries
because of the new modes of industrial production. Most furniture
manufacturers had become brand names. They commissioned
designs, assembled most the components they did not fabricate,
and did very basic stuff such as finishing. This was the state of the
industry back in the 70s. Interdesign was not based on that model.
It was the improbable story of a tiny little shop that grew to become
a fully autonomous industrial operation. It allowed the design and
fabrication of mass produced products without being dependent

on any sort of parallel industry. This was an optimistic take on the
principles of modernity—an impossible, very local modernity. The
company, up until the beginning of the war, was exporting to Europe,
the most difficult of markets. It was exporting furniture that was
produced, designed, and manufactured in Lebanon. This was back in
the 60s, and lasted until the mid 70s. It was unbelievable.

Today, it would be impossible to build a local industry based on
this model, since the successive post-war government policies left
no space for productive sectors, favoring services such as banking,
finance, media, tourism, etc.

The same goes for the architecture of the building. It would also be
almost technically impossible to build the Interdesign showroom
today, not only because the operation behind it cannot survive the
economical context we live in, but also because the construction of
its sculptural shapes requires an incredible precision and artisanal
practices that have become unavailable. The local construction

industry has also succumbed to global standardized practices.

What do you think will happen to it?

| will try to protect it as much as | can. This is not naive nostalgia,
but something altogether different—a unique architectural
invention. In that sense, it is very modern. Its exhibition plateaus
revolve around the vertical circulation core and the voids that
separate them. The story was that you'd take the elevator up, and,
as you were going down, you'd get a bird’s eye view, a human level
view, and a worm’s eye view of the exhibited objects from different
angles. It's not the Guggenheim. The Guggenheim is different; its
exhibition space is built on a path that allows for a frontal or lateral
perception of the exhibition plane at a set eye level.

On the other hand, | think a lot of the modern buildings glorified
today in Beirut, from the 50s and 60s, are nothing more than
well-handled exercises in terms of syntax. At some point in time,
modernism was adopted as a trend, and that, to me, was a problem.
When modernism fell out of fashion, the overwhelming majority of
architects who surfed the wave of its glory age simply abandoned
it in favor of the trends that followed. | never considered those
architects as true moderns. They were modernists, and that’s very
different. Today, modernism is coming back as a trend. I'm not
interested in trends, especially those that feed on nostalgia. I'm
interested in the modern project and its reevaluation.

Interview conducted at DW5, Karantina Beirut on 22 February, 2018.
Images courtesy of Bernard Khoury.
Images of the interview by Maya Moumne.
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