hen Beirut was settled by the Phoenicians more
than 5,000 years ago, it was given a name
thought to be derived from the word be’erot,
meaning wells — a tribute to the fertility that
springs from its underground water table. So there are several layers
of symbolism to the sunken well that forms the heart of the winning
architectural design for the Beirut Museum of Art (BeMA).

Set to open in 2020, the museum is a civic project run by non-
profit organisation the Association for the Promotion and Exhibition
of the Arts in Lebanon (APEAL). A high-profile competition to design
the museum culminated in October with the announcement of
Lebanese architect Hala Wardé and her Paris-based studio HW
Architects as the winner.

The significance of the serene pool that forms the centre point
of Warde's striking design is no coincidence. The architect seems
to have considered every aspect of the history and surroundings
of the plot that will house the museum, and although her design
is decidedly contemporary, its roots and references plant it in firm
continuity with the city’s urban fabric, past, present and future.

Strategically located opposite the National Museum of Beirut,
the plot earmarked for the museum is owned by the nearby Saint
Joseph University, and Wardé's winning design allows for a large
garden that will connect the museum and surrounding areas to the
university campus next door. The pool borders an amphitheatre, a
multipurpose event space, the three-storey exhibition space and an
extensive landscaped garden. Partially sunk below ground level, the
museum building allows for the garden to rise up and cover the roof.

Wardé has found a way to ensure the maximum possible
amount of green space in her design for the plot, but her building
is also set to make its mark on the Beirut skyline, thanks to a
slim tower that rises 124 metres into the sky. Divided into a
dozen |2-metre cubes, the tower will house a library and artists’
residency, as well as flexible spaces for temporary exhibitions,
workshops and classes.

“| thought that was a very neat way of dealing with a rather
complicated problem,” Lord Richard Rogers muses in his cut-glass
accent. The Pritzker Prize-winning British architect and the man behind
dozens of famous landmarks, including Paris’ Pompidou Centre and
London’s Millennium Dome, was one of the members of the all-star
jury who came together to select Wardé as the winner.

“Where it otherwise would have been rather invisible — and
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obviously it should be visible because it's an important building

— | thought the spire which has the service activities, rather than
the museum activities, was a very clever way of connecting the
functional aspect of the museum to the installation part,” he
continues. “It's a very intelligent way of using the interior and at
the same time expressing the building as part of the urban texture
of life — you can walk onto the roof, you can walk down to the
park and you have this totem pole that’s easily visible and gives it a
vertical element.”

President of APEAL Rita Nammour says that the museum aims
to cement Beirut's status as a beacon of culture. “Before the war,
Beirut was known for its vibrant cultural scene and it was a very
important creative incubator in the region,” she says. “We think
that Beirut has taken back this position as a centre for these ideas
of tolerance, democracy and freedom of expression, and art is very
important because it can draw communities together. It can create
dialogue, and this is one of the core principles of the museum.”

Part of the museum’s permanent collection of around 1,000
pieces will be made up of works on long-term loan from the
Ministry of Culture. Loan agreements with other private collectors
have also been negotiated, and an acquisitions committee will
begin purchasing new works and commissioning pieces by
prominent Lebanese contemporary artists.

The future home for this collection is the result of a design
competition open exclusively to architects of Lebanese origin, in
line with APEAL’s mandate to promote local talent. Wardé was
selected as the winner from a shortlist of |3.

The jury was chaired by Lord Peter Palumbo, prominent art
collector, property developer and chairman of the Priztker Prize snce
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This page: In their citation, the Jury lauded Hala
Wardé’s winning design for “the way it creates
a succession of varied landscapes and spaces
where art and society can come together. The
connections between garden, amphitheater,
exhibition spaces and roof garden have been
well considered and offer a continuous visitor
experience that lends itself to both exhibiting
art and engaging with the community.”
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2006. The others jurors were a mixture of
Lebanese and international experts, consisting
of architects Rem Koolhaas, George Arbid,
Dr. Fares El-Dahdah and Dr. Rodolphe El-
Khoury, as well as curators of the Serpentine
Galleries Hans Ulrich Obrist and Dame
Julia Peyton-Jones and artist Lamia Joreige.
Zaha Hadid was also an active jury member
before her death last year, and remained an
honorary member.

The museum is Wardé's first major
project in Lebanon, but it's by no means
her first rodeo. When | call her for a chat,
late one Sunday evening, she is hard at
work on the site of the Louvre Abu Dhabi project, which she has
been overseeing since its inception in 2006.

She may live in Paris, but Wardé studied architecture in Beirut
and her Lebanese background emerges in her designs. Although
thoroughly contemporary in aesthetic, the museum retains an element
of the classical in its slender tower, which resembles a lighthouse or
campanile but might equally reference a church spire or a minaret.

“ wasn't thinking of being Lebanese, or Islamic, or Italian, but
at the same time it's all of this at once, because | am all of this at
once and Lebanon is all of this at once,” Wardé explains. “It's more
a composition than an interpretation. So | just wrote the music and
now we have to interpret it.”

Lord Rogers stresses that at the competition stage designs
are like sketches, which evolve as plans are cemented. Wardé is
infectiously excited about this next stage, already full of ideas for how
to develop her design further.

“One of my important proposals for the project is that I'd like to
involve artists very early in the process of the architectural work,”
she says. “I've spoken with some of them who are willing to work
together, to dialogue with the architecture, and | think this will be
very interesting, not only to build a place where you put art, but a
place that is art.”

The competition brief stressed a focus on environmental
awareness and sustainability, and Wardé has risen to the challenge
in style, while retaining the elemental symbolism that underpins the
whole design.

“We're collecting rainwater in the well and we're taking it to a
reservoir at the top of the tower using wind turbines,” she explains.
“The same thing for the electricity, the lights — we're proposing
different ideas for sustainability, whether they are bore-holes or
eventually using the wind or the sun.”

The museum'’s situation on the infamous Green Line that
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divided Beirut during the 1975 to 1990
civil war played a role in her design, she
says, but it's clear that her thinking went far
beyond that.

“What's interesting is that this plot is at
the crossroads of the Green Line and the
Damascus Road, which is more important,
in a way, because this is the road that links
Beirut to the Arab world,” she says. “We
also have another sort of green line, which is
the park we call Horsh Beirut, and the way |
am putting back a garden, when in Beirut we
are destroying gardens, is important.”

For Wardé, continuity is key. “The way
it is designed it is completely linked to an existing landscape. It's as if
it was here always,” she says. “And, of course, the campanile has its
own identity... It's a tower of light, of water, of wind. It's a space
that has multiple uses, but the museum itself is very classical, with
one full floor for the lobbies and public spaces, one floor for the
permanent exhibition and one floor for the temporary exhibitions.”

The museum will form part of a line of cultural institutions,
including the National Museum of Beirut, the nearby Mineral
Museum, the newly renovated war museum known as Beit Beirut,
and the proposed Beirut City History Museum.

“The site happened to be on one side of the Green Line, but
so much the better,” says Lord Palumbo. “I think that the arts,
wherever they're located, if they're of a certain quality, can and
should lead to a better understanding between people who may
be at odds over other matters and bring them together.”

Wardé hopes that the extensive garden will help to make
sure that happens. Programming aside, she says that the best way
to ensure that people from a wide range of backgrounds visit the
museum is simply to create a space that gives them pleasure.

Amid Beirut’s frenetic urban fabric, with architecture that
spans from Ottoman and French mandate to modernist and
contemporary, Wardé’s design for BeMA should be right at
home.

“It's a very welcoming building,” reflects Lord Palumbo. “It's
a happy building, and it's for everybody, from the couple with
children from Tripoli in the north or Saida in the south, who may
come to Beirut for a day or a weekend, and may find themselves
intimidated by a lot of the buildings going up... | think it sort
of holds out a hand of friendship and invites them in. There's
no entry fee or anything like that, and | think it's a building that
makes people feel at ease. It's a building by the Lebanese, for the
Lebanese, and that's what we strove to achieve.” |z
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