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Centrale Restaurant
Beirut, Lebanon

I.

Introduction
The Centrale Restaurant is a relatively small two-storey building located in the Saifi area, at
the edge of the Beirut Central Business District (CBD). The building, which was originally a
residential structure, dates to the 1920s or perhaps earlier. It was abandoned because of the
fierce fighting that took place in that area during the Lebanese Civil War (1975–90). In 2000
a group of investors, the Centrale Restaurant Company, commissioned Lebanese architect
Bernard Khoury to refurbish the deserted and dilapidated building as a restaurant. The
immediate area in which the project is located is a mixed-use historical area that is in
transition and is undergoing a process of ‘gentrification’. A number of buildings in the area,
including that occupied by the Centrale Restaurant, have been listed as protected buildings
because they represent Beirut’s early modern heritage.

II.

Contextual Information

A.

Historical background
The building seems to have been completed by the 1920s. However, its use of structural loadbearing walls rather than reinforced-concrete columns indicates that it might have been
constructed earlier, since reinforced concrete had become relatively widespread in Beirut by
the 1920s. It was built as a residential structure, housing two units located one above the
other. The structure was abandoned during the Lebanese Civil War and suffered considerable
neglect during that period.

B.

Local architectural character
Beirut is an architecturally eclectic city. It experienced considerable growth beginning in the
second half of the nineteenth century, when it emerged as an important port serving the
eastern Mediterranean. Consequently, its surviving architecture from the late nineteenth
century up to the 1930s – when Lebanon was part of the Ottoman Empire and then, from
1920, under a French mandate – includes a variety of traditional and imported revivalist
vocabularies. These range from the traditional three-bay house arrangement to neoclassical
and neo-Islamic structures. During the early part of the twentieth century, Art Deco and Art
Nouveau influences also had an impact on the city. From the 1940s, modernist architecture in
its various manifestations became widespread in Beirut, consisting mainly of multi-storey
structures – the average is six storeys – similar to those found in various parts of the
Mediterranean. These buildings include shops and sometimes offices in the lower levels, with
apartments above. They are characterized by strong horizontal lines marking the different
storeys and by a sense of openness, with unglazed balconies that take advantage of the city’s
temperate climate.
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Since the 1990s, Beirut has undergone a building boom that came about with the end of the
civil war. Post-war buildings also feature a wide range of vocabularies, from what might be
described as postmodernist historicism to a more ‘high-tech’ image. There has also been
considerable activity in terms of rehabilitating pre-war buildings and, as a result of lobbying
efforts by heritage conservationists, a good number of buildings dating from the first half of
the twentieth century have been listed as protected structures. Such listing has not been very
effective, however, and a number of owners with the appropriate contacts have been able to
have their buildings removed from the list. Some owners have even torn down their buildings
once they have had them removed from the protection list as a conclusive way of dealing with
the limitations imposed on their properties. In general, the legislation regarding the treatment
of listed buildings is rather vague, and it seems that as long as a building’s outer shell is
maintained, there is almost complete freedom in its refurbishment.
C.

Climatic conditions
Beirut’s climate is temperate. The winters in this coastal Mediterranean city are wet and only
moderately cold; minimum temperatures are about 11ºC. Summers are hot and humid, with
maximum temperatures of about 30ºC and humidity levels of about 75 per cent. This is in
contrast to the mountains surrounding the city to the east, where temperature and humidity
levels are both lower.

D.

Site and surroundings
The site is located just outside the Central Business District (CBD), at its south-eastern edge.
The CBD is being developed and administered by the private-sector public shareholding
company, Solidere – a scheme that sets the CBD apart from its surroundings in terms of
architectural and urban character. The CBD is very much a gentrified area but is not built up
because a number of its pre-existing buildings have been torn down as part of Solidere’s
upgrading process. Also, construction activity in the Solidere-supervised areas is subject to
tighter controls than the rest of the city, and Solidere has authority over issues that include not
only setbacks and floor–area ratios, but also the architectural character of the buildings
located within its jurisdiction. The Saifi area in which the Centrale Restaurant is located is
more densely built up than the CBD and has numerous buildings dating back to the 1920s and
earlier.
The site is only a few metres to the east of Georges Haddad Street, which marks the eastern
boundary of the CBD. It should be emphasized that the Saifi area is very much in transition
and its overall character in terms of architecture and use is undergoing a process of
transformation.

E.

Topography
The site is flat and does not express any unusual topographical characteristics.
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III.

Programme

A.

What conditions gave rise to the formulation of the programme?
The commercial activity that the CBD Solidere project has generated has extended to areas
located just outside its borders. These areas have become attractive to investors, since real
estate values there are lower than they are in the CBD zone and zoning regulations are more
flexible. Consequently, a number of investors have purchased or leased properties in these
peripheral zones for development as commercial or residential projects. The investors for the
Centrale Restaurant were also attracted by the fact that the building dates back to the early
part of the twentieth century. Commercial projects, especially restaurants, that are located in
historical structures are generally well received by potential customers.

B.

Objectives
The main challenge for this project was to take a historical two-storey residential structure
and convert it into a modern restaurant. The client was also looking for a design that would
make a visual statement to attract patrons.

C.

Functional requirements
The programme for the project is a straightforward one. As a restaurant, it needs to include
seating areas – both interior and exterior – a bar area, kitchen facilities and toilet facilities.

IV.

Description

A.

Project data
The building is located on a relatively small site of 400 square metres. It was originally a twostorey structure measuring about 18 metres in length, 9.5 metres in width and 9.5 metres in
height, with a pitched roof. It consisted of load-bearing walls made of the local soft ‘ramleh’
stone, which was plastered over. It had traditional punched openings for windows, most of
which were rectangular in shape and vertically oriented, although there were a few circular
and arched openings. Each floor probably consisted of a separate living unit with a gross area
of about 170 square metres.

B.

Evolution of design concepts
No expansion of the structure was possible because of the small size of the site and the zoning
restrictions that apply to protected buildings. The architect designated the open area in front
of the building as an outdoor seating area to be used when weather allows. He made extensive
changes to the interior, gutting the building and keeping only its walls as an outer shell. He
removed the interior walls, the floor slab that separated the building’s two storeys, and the
roof. A booth for a disc jockey was placed along the eastern wall, approximately at the level
of the original upper floor slab. However, this booth is no longer used since the owners
wanted the lower floor to function exclusively as a dining area, rather than as a mixed
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entertainment–dining space. A basement that extends outside the outline of the building was
dug to house the kitchen area. Finally, a large cylindrical mass made of welded steel plates
was placed along the length of the top of the building to house the bar. This mass serves a
number of additional functions: it articulates the top of the building from both the exterior and
the interior; below the floor of the bar it houses conduits for mechanical and electrical
systems; and it houses the restaurant’s bar. A disc-shaped elevator connects the ground floor
to the steel cylinder. The south-western corner of the building, which housed the original
exterior stair, now features a steel and glass block that contains the entrance and completes
the rectangular outline of the structure.
The treatment of the façades is novel. When the building was gutted, steel belts were wrapped
around the outside and inside surfaces of the shell to provide structural support during the
period of construction. When the work was completed and the belts were no longer
structurally necessary, the architect removed the interior belts but decided to keep the outside
belts for visual articulation and as a reference to the rehabilitation work carried out on the
building. The walls were also lined with an additional ‘skin’ to provide both structural support
and waterproofing. This allowed the architect to leave the exterior of the building, with its
deteriorating soft stone and plaster facing, as it was, without any restoration or renovation. He
completely wrapped the outer skin with a wire mesh to emphasize its age and state of decay,
to prevent human intervention, and to allow the ageing process to continue at its own pace.
This approach towards an artefact from the past provides an interesting, though unintended,
reference to the ideas of the Austrian art historian Alois Riegl (1858–1905). In The Modern
Cult of Monuments (1903), Riegl discussed the values we give to monuments, identifying the
concept of ‘age value’: ‘Age value manifests itself less violently [than in the case of the ruin],
though more tellingly, in the corrosion of surfaces…in the wear and tear of buildings and
objects, and so forth. The slow and inevitable disintegration of nature is manifested in these
ways.’ He added that we expect the disintegration of artefacts as a symbol of the necessary
passing of time, and that ‘every artefact is thereby perceived as a natural entity whose
development should not be disturbed, but should be allowed to live itself out with no more
interference than necessary to prevent its premature demise…What must be strictly avoided is
interference with the action of nature’s laws, be it the suppression of nature by man or the
premature destruction of human creations by nature.’ Accordingly, ‘preservation should not
aim at stasis but ought to permit the monuments to submit to incessant transformation and
steady decay, outside of sudden and violent destruction.’
In the completed project, Bernard Khoury has created a powerful set of contrasts. These are
manifested in the relationships between the wire-mesh-wrapped stone and plaster surface of
the original building, the welded-steel and glass block inserted at the corner, the modern
interior articulated with strips of wood (more on the interior below), and, of course, the
cylindrical space topping the structure, which defines both the outline of the external roof and
the internal ceiling.
The landscaping for the outdoor area is extremely simple. It is paved with interlocking
concrete units, which extend into the interior to create a sense of continuity between inside
and outside. The outdoor eating area originally had a set of low canvas covers placed above
the tables and chairs according to a rectangular grid arrangement as a form of protection from
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the elements. These covers would slide back above each table as patrons were seated at the
table. However, the covers were replaced early on by an arrangement that intersperses
planters between the tables to introduce greenery to the terrace.
C.

Structure, materials, technology
1.
Structural systems
As mentioned above, the whole interior was gutted, necessitating the use of steel belts to
provide structural stability as construction work was taking place. The interior belts were
removed, but the exterior ones were left in place. Structural support for the building is no
longer provided by the original exterior wall, but by the new wall that wraps around the
interior of the original wall. The roof consists of the cylindrical space mentioned above,
which is in itself a structurally stable form.
2.
Materials
The exterior surfaces comprise the original soft stone and what remains of its plastering,
which was left entirely untreated. This is completely wrapped in steel wire mesh, which is
interrupted by the steel belts. In addition, a cube made of welded steel and glass has been
inserted in the south-western corner of the building. The top part of the building consists of
the cylindrical steel unit.
The interior walls of the building are sheathed with thin, horizontally arranged wooden slats,
placed at spaced intervals. The top part of the interior shows the underbelly of the cylindrical
steel unit.
3.
Construction technology
Despite the building’s somewhat ‘high-tech’ image, Bernard Khoury consciously utilized
rather basic construction technologies, as he has in his previous work. These build upon
experiences and knowledge that the architect gained from his first built project, the 1998
B018 nightclub, also in Beirut. In both projects, the architect relied extensively on locally
available materials, labour – both skilled and unskilled – and technologies.
This high-tech image / local technology paradigm is especially evident in the entrance block
and the cylindrical welded-steel unit on top of the building. Interestingly, in constructing
these prominent elements, the architect relied not on the local construction industry but on
local manufacturers who make bodies for elevators, buses and trucks. The technologies used
depend on basic and widespread practices prevalent in those industries for welding steel
sheets to create a desired form. Putting together the cylindrical unit for the rooftop presented
additional challenges for the labour force in creating the steel structural skeleton and lifting it
into place, but the skills needed remained within their capacities. The cylindrical unit includes
a motor-operated sliding curving roof that opens to expose the bar to the sky, providing the
building with one of its most celebrated features.
In many cases, architects in the Islamic world depend heavily on imported elements chosen
from catalogues. Bernard Khoury deliberately used elements that are manufactured locally,
often on site. He emphasizes that the imported elements in this building are confined mainly
to the motor that moves the retractable roof and the piston that moves the elevator.
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4.
Building services and site utilities
As a small restaurant, this project has relatively simple and straightforward needs in terms of
building services and site utilities.
D.

Origin of technology, materials, labour force, professionals
All of the above show a very high reliance on local resources.

V.

Construction Schedule and Costs

A.

History of project
The architect was asked to design the project in early 2000. The design was completed before
the end of the year. Construction was initiated before the end of 2000 and was completed by
late 2001.

B.

Total costs and main sources of financing
The project cost a total of USD 960,000, with the financing provided by the owners of
Centrale Restaurant. The land is rented. The total cost amounts to USD 1,280 per square
metre. This figure includes architectural fees, decorative items and furniture.

C.

Comparative costs
The project was relatively expensive to construct, especially in relation to B018, Bernard
Khoury’s previous project. This is primarily because considerable costs went into preserving
the outer shell of the building and gutting the interior.

D.

Maintenance costs
Not available. However, the building is in very good shape.

E.

Ongoing cost
Not available.

VI.

Technical Assessment

A.

Functional assessment
The programme for the building is a simple one; restaurant, bar and kitchen. The building
seems to function well and comfortably.
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B.

Climate performance
The building seems to function well climatically. Once the retractable roof of the bar area is
opened, heat and cigarette smoke can escape, creating an environmentally pleasant setting,
but the noise in the bar area does not travel down to the restaurant area.
Steel does not make a good insulator, especially when steel surfaces are not lined with an
insulating material. Since the building is used only at night, the issue of overheating from the
sun is not a problem. During winter nights, the large number of people using the cylindrical
space creates a great deal of heat, which often makes use of the heating system unnecessary.
During summer nights, the restaurant area remains relatively cool because of its high ceiling
of over 9 metres, which allows heat to move upwards. Cooling for the interior of the
cylindrical bar is achieved by opening the retractable roof, thus letting the heat escape. Airconditioning is also available.

C.

Response to treatment of water and rainfall
The building seems to be very well waterproofed. The architect emphasizes that the use of
technologies borrowed from manufacturers of the bodies of elevators, trucks, and buses has
allowed him to create watertight details, even for the retractable roof. This depends on the use
of overlapping metal surfaces rather than sealants. In contrast to surfaces that rely on sealants,
those formed by overlapping do not require continuous maintenance or occasional
replacement of parts.

D.

Environmental response
Not applicable since the project is located in a densely populated urban district.

E.

Choice of materials and level of technology
As described above, this is probably the most remarkable aspect of the building, which uses
locally available materials and local technologies to project a ‘high-tech’ image.
1.
Response to and planning for emergency situations
There is nothing out of the ordinary in this regard.
2.
Ageing and maintenance problems
The building is only two-and-a-half years old and is therefore relatively new. However, it
remains in excellent condition. Interestingly, there is no rusting evident on its exposed steel
surfaces, not even on the welding joints, where rusting most commonly occurs.
3.
Design features
This is a well-designed and implemented building and the architect shows high levels of
mastery in the treatment of form, space, surfaces and details. It is interesting to note in this
context that Bernard Khoury’s grandfather owned a carpentry shop, which Bernard’s father,
Khalil Khoury, a well-known Lebanese architect, developed into a furniture factory,
designing the furniture it produced. The factory produced a number of items of a very high
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quality in terms of design and execution. Such a background has helped Bernard Khoury
develop a considerable mastery in the detailing of different materials and forms within the
context of architecture.
The building relates well to its physical surroundings. Its shape and size are primarily the
same as those of the pre-existing building. The addition of the steel forms at the corner of the
building and the roof and the wire-mesh wrapping provide a powerful and effective contrast
to its traditional character.
The double-height space of the restaurant, which has as its roof the underside of the
cylindrical unit, creates a remarkable spatial arrangement. The contrast between the spaced
wooden slats used to sheath the walls and the curving underbelly of the industrial-looking
steel cylindrical form is very effective.
4.
Impact of the project on the site
At its busiest, the restaurant can accommodates about 150 people inside the building and
about 90 people on the outside terrace. This would be intrusive within the context of an
exclusively residential area, but this is a mixed-use area, which is in transition. Some of the
buildings are still abandoned from the civil-war period and many are being transformed into
commercial properties. The project therefore functionally fits within the emerging character
of the area in which it is located.
5.
Durability and long-term viability of the project
As a restaurant, it is difficult to forecast the project’s long-term viability, especially since
many restaurants have a relatively short lifespan. However, it has been remarked that the
number of patrons for this restaurant has increased with every year that it has been
operational.
6.
Interior design and furnishing
The interior furnishings are another unique characteristic of the project, even though they
have been modified since the restaurant has been operational. The architect initially designed
the central ground-floor space to include a large dining table resembling a conference table
that could accommodate up to forty-six patrons. These patrons were served from a central
open area inside the table, where waiters would emerge from a stair linking to the basement
kitchen. The floor of this central area was designed to be lower than the rest of the ground
floor so that the standing waiters would meet the seated patrons nearly eye to eye. Such an
arrangement is typical of the architect’s use of architecture to make social commentaries. He
believes that Lebanese society emphasizes the idea of ‘spectacle’, and one of the reasons why
people in Lebanon like to go out to eat is to ‘see and be seen’. Seating forty-six people at a
conference-style table creates a setting that emphasizes this idea of ‘spectacle’, while the
relative placement of patrons and waiters reflects the hierarchical relationship between those
who serve and those being served.
Not surprisingly, this arrangement did not last long. The manager found that the original
arrangement was initially popular but did not work well in the long run. Groups of more than
two to four patrons found it difficult to talk to each other as most of them were seated in rows.
They would ask to be seated at the corners of the table, rendering more than half of the seats
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undesirable. As a result, the architect was asked to create a more traditional seating plan to
accommodate smaller groups.
The architect designed all the furniture in the restaurant and supervised its local manufacture.
Here again, the fact that he comes from a family with a tradition of furniture making, proved
helpful. His attention to detail is evident in such features as the small storage area in the lower
part of each chair, in which patrons can place belongings such as bags and purses.
As mentioned above, the walls of the restaurant are covered with horizontally arranged,
spaced wooden slats, which create a pleasant alternation of light and dark strips. The effect is
simple, elegant and effective and serves to unify the interior walls of the dining space.

VII.

Users

A

User profile
This is an establishment intended for an affluent clientele, where people come for
sophisticated food and drink. The average meal may easily cost more than USD 50 per
person. In this sense it is an exclusive restaurant that is not intended to serve all segments of
the general public. The building is not located on a major street, and therefore not many
people pass by it. However, many people – both architects and non-architects – come to view
it, though not necessarily as clients: a group of people came to look at the building during the
Review. It seems to have become something of a local landmark.

B.

User response
1.
How do architectural professionals and cultural intelligentsia view the project?
It is not easy to gauge the general attitude to a project that is not a fully public building.
However, the building is definitely becoming a local landmark, especially with architecture
aficionados. Bernard Khoury is a celebrated and controversial architect in Lebanon. His work
seems to be especially popular with architecture students and there is general agreement that
he is a talented and capable architect. He is also probably the Arab world’s most extensively
published architect today in international journals (Abitare, Architecture, Bauwelt, Casabella,
and so on), which have focused on two of his buildings, the B018 nightclub and the Centrale
Restaurant. In this context, it should be kept in mind that he is just thirty-six years old, an
early stage in the career of an architect.
2.
What is the popular reaction to the project?
Although this is a small project, it seems to have become a popular place for people to visit.
However, I doubt it if the average person on the street would be able to identify the building.
3.
What do neighbours and those in the vicinity think about the project?
As mentioned above, the project is located in an area in transition. There are numerous
buildings in the area that have been abandoned since the civil war and are being rehabilitated
as commercial projects. Therefore, there is no true local community as such.
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VIII.

Project personnel
The contractor for the project is engineer Elie Abdelnour, who also supervised the metalwork
for the project.
Structural engineer; Robert Riachi
Mechanical engineer; George Fares
Electrical engineer; Hanna Habchi.
The hydraulic systems used for the elevator were provided by A.C.I.D/MITSULIFT.
In addition, Bernard Khoury feels that another architect, Raed Abillama, deserves credit for
helping him in his work. Raed Abillama comes from a family that is involved in the making
of bodies for trucks and buses. He supported Bernard Khoury in developing the construction
details for the retractable steel roofs that he incorporated in the B018 nightclub. Such
knowledge was very valuable to Bernard Khoury and greatly helped him in mastering the use
of steel surfaces as a construction material. In the case of the Centrale Restaurant, Raed
Abillama’s contribution was limited to the detailing and fabrication of the building’s elevator.
Bernard Khoury emphasizes that any run-of-the-mill metal-sheet worker and welder should
be able to execute all of the metalwork and detailing in this building as well as in other similar
buildings he has designed. In this context, he depends on locally-available common
materials, technologies, and skills.

Mohammad al-Asad
May 2004
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