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Below: Bernard Khoury's iconically red-clad Plot# | 603 residential building
suffered a terribly heart-breaking story this past August. The Mar Mikhael-
located project, named LIV Apartments & Lofts, was being developed by
Premium Projects and not only was it destroyed on August 4™, having only

just been finished but, the developer of the project, Houssam Batal, also k )‘
lost his life that day. Left: 'Evolving Scars' was an art concept by Bernard 4
Khoury from 1991 that attempted to translate Solidere's demolition of V4

‘Te 1. Downtown Beirut into an ephemeral architectural act. 7
/ 4

No single architect has done more to change the
landscape of Beirut’s port district than Bernard Khoury.
Having first broken ground in the early 1990s with his
landmark BO I8 club, he has since added three major
residential towers as well as his own studio to the area,
but on August 4™, 2020, tragedy struck.

Words: Sabina Llewellyn-Davies

rchitecture has the power to change the way
we live. When you came back to Lebanon to
practice architecture, armed with degrees
from both RISD and Harvard, what was your
dream, your vision even, for Beirut?
[Bernard Khoury] | came out of the academic cocoon in
1993. Harvard and all those big schools are densely populated by
pretentious idiots and | had the chance to meet so many of them. |
always say: beware of the academics because they're armed with an
incommensurable pretension and can be dangerously naive. Once out
of school, | attempted to start my own practice. That came with a lot
of difficulties, innumerable punches in the face and a great number of
aborted projects. At the time, | saw myself as an idealistic committed
soldier, engaging in noble and worthy battles, convinced that | would
have the chance to be part of a great reconstruction project. By
reconstruction, | don't just mean buildings, more important to us was
the rebuilding of a nation and its institutions. | thought that architecture,
in the so-called post-war context, would be considered a political act.
| thought that my practice would help heal the wounds that were
left by more than |5 years of conflict. Things turned out to be quite
different. The state was absent, its bankrupt institutions turned out
to be incompetent and corrupt. It took years for the young and
inexperienced soldier that | was to understand that | had to take on
those battles on my own. In order to survive in such rough and toxic
territories, you have to let go of the theoretical and abstract strategies
that academia feeds you. You have to develop more specific tactics
that transcend the conventional limits of architecture. »
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The devastation to buildings caused by the explosion is just
so enormous. Where to begin with reconstruction?

Yes, the devastation is enormous but | would not qualify our coming
tasks as reconstruction missions. Rather, | would talk about stitching,
operating, healing and hopefully a convalescence period. At the
end of the day, reconstruction means that at some point there was
something and that something vanishes for you to come and rebuild
something else. Some people think that the perfect reconstruction
is the one that replicates what was once there. | don't. | think of the
city and the built environment as a lively organism. It can get severely
hit but, in most cases, given the right treatment, it can recover. If the
organism doesn't lose its mind along the way, it should not suffer
from complete amnesia. And just like sane organisms, buildings
and cities should have a pertinent memory and with that comes
the proud acknowledgement of their past experiences. In 1991, |
worked on a project that | titled 'Evolving Scars'. This was almost
30 years ago. Back then, | was already interested in this notion of
scarring, the architectural dimension of war damage and demolition.
These issues will certainly come back to haunt me as | address the
rehabilitation of my three projects, which were severely hit by the
August 4" blast.

How exactly have those projects, and perhaps others, been
affected by the explosion?

Three of my recently completed towers were on the front line.
Two of them were the closest residential towers to the blast. The
damage is enormous. We are still in the process of evaluating the
losses. This involves a very thorough survey of all the surfaces
and components of the buildings. Just like prior to any surgical or
medical intervention, you have to fully scan and understand the
trauma of a patient. »
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THE DEVASTATION IS
ENORMOUS BUT I WOULD
NOT QUALIFY OUR COMING
TASKS AS RECONSTRUCTION
MISSIONS. RATIIER. I
WOULD TALK ABOUT
STITCIHING., OPERATING.
IHEALING AND HOPEFULLY \
CONVALESCENCE PERIOD.
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Opposite: Built by Al Mawarid Real Estate, Plot #1072, better
known as Skyline, is located right next to LIV in Beirut's Mar Mikhael
neighbourhood and, in terms of damage, there is perhaps no building
in all of Lebanon that suffered more than Skyline on August 4*. Above:
Bernard Khoury's 'Toxic Grounds' from 2016. Top left: Plot #450,
better known as Quasar Tower in Saifi, was also badly damaged.



Above: A car stranded in front of what used to be the Audi showroom. In the left you can make out the damaged remains of both LIV and Skyline.

Has the international architectural community reached
out to you?

| have a great number of friends and colleagues who established
contact right after the explosion but those people were reaching out
on a personal level. | don’t think that the “international architectural
community” is very much concerned about this specific tragic event.
The few signs | see are very much superficial as the architectural
world is, in general, very disconnected from politics and these kinds
of realities that, in my opinion, are too complex for architects to
grasp or discuss in any meaningful way.

Can Beirut ever be the same again?
| hope not.

Given that the Civil War in Lebanon influenced your
approach to design dramatically, will the August 4t disaster
change your overall design vision?

The August 4" disaster falls in the tragic continuity of the
contradictory histories | have brought forward through my
architectural interventions here in Beirut for almost 30 years now. In
fact, the three buildings | built on the front line, which were severely
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damaged by the blast did address the port in their initial architectural
expression. All three buildings had a clearly defensive posture that
addressed the complex fabric on which they stand as well as the
painful realities of the recent past.

What are your hopes for the architectural landscape of
Beirut?

| hope Beirut will never get tamed and that it remains this
schizophrenic, complex, lively, engaging, sometimes decadent city.

What are the next projects you're slated to work on?
Besides the rehabilitation missions we don’t have anything
planned on the local front. Otherwise, we have been busy on the
international front. There, we are waiting for the COVID- 19 crisis
to get over in order to get back to work. This past year has been
really tough on us.

And, what do you hope to accomplish in the next decade?

| was never too good at predicting the future with certitude. As far
as | am concerned, the future should be bursting with questions.
Questions keep you alive and alert. ®



