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ABSTRACT 

This research tackles the public spaces in the framework of Beirut’s mosaic 

history, whereby the Middle East constitutes the background and not the 

context. It will first identify the public spaces by shedding light on their 

genesis and tracking their evolution in relation to the city’s urban history. The 

approach on public spaces history is multi-faceted and interpreted based on a 

parallelism between the urban morphology, the functional aspect, social 

practice, and political condition.  In the same way, the significance of public 

spaces is tackled as an intrinsic dimension transcending their physical 

existence, embodied in history and memory, thus their possible cohesion in 

the future city plans.  

Following the study of the relation of public spaces to the urban history, a 

closer look will be based on the two case studies of Martyr Square and the 

Waterfront’s transformation across time. The research followed a dual scale 

reading of the public spaces; a general overview was followed by a closer 

perspective on the case studies. This bi-fold display highlighted all the 

complex aspect of the public spaces in their continuities and discontinuities 

within the city model. 

The question on public spaces arises in the aftermath of the reconstruction 

following the civil war years. In a socially and physically traumatized city, 

studying public spaces will set a reference for the future interventions.     

Keywords: public space, urban history, martyr square, waterfront, memory  
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CHAP I  
THE PROBLEMATIC  
 

”If we still believe that cities are the most complicated 

artifact we have created, if we believe further that they 

are cumulative, generational artifacts that harbor our 

values as a community and provide us with the setting 

where we can learn to live together, then it is our 

collective responsibility to guide their design.”  

- Spiro Kostof 
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FOREWORD ON BEIRUT 

Beirut is the capital of Lebanon, quite a small country (10,452 km2) on the 

eastern side of the Mediterranean and one of the very few countries in the 

Middle East to benefit from a Republic regime. Since the dawn of its history, it 

was homeland for the Phoenicians and has been at crossroads of the 

Mediterranean basin and the Arabian hinterland. Its history has been related 

to the rise and fall of the great ruling empires (Romans, Arabs...), the latest of 

which is the Ottoman Empire which ruled over its territories1 since 1516 to 

1918 (Figure 1.1). Following the collapse of the Empire after WW I, Lebanon 

was administered to the French mandate in 1918 whom will declare the state 

of “Greater Lebanon” in its actual boundaries in 1920 (Figure 1.2). French 

mandate was short, governing until 1943 when Lebanon became an 

Independent Republic. However the young country is pretty unlucky as it 

was heavily affected by the Arabo-Israeli conflict and drowned shortly 

afterwards into a civil war.  

With a population of almost 2 millions (which constitute 50% of the whole 

country), Beirut is currently rising from its aches, reconstructing its city 

center, striving to gain back quickly its strategic role at crossroads between 

Eastern and Western world, and staying highly resilient in a difficult region2.  

                                                           
1  During the Ottoman Empire, Lebanon was a territory without defined borders, as were all 
the territories under the Ottoman rule. In 1920, its borders were defined and delineated 
under the French Mandate.  
2  In 2006, Lebanon had to bear the consequences of the 33 days of Israel-Hizbollah war on its 
territories, and is currently suffering the burden of excessive waves of Syrian refugees 
following the Arab spring upheaval started in 2010.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Phoenicians
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Figure 1.1: Lebanon as part of the Ottoman Empires without defined boundaries - 
Map of the Ottoman Empire in Asia since 1792 - Source: University of Texas at 
Austin. From the Cambridge Modern History Atlas, 1912. 

 
Figure 1.2: Lebanon in its actual boundaries since its declaration as “Greater 
Lebanon” in 1920’s, under the patronage of French authorities.  
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INTRODUCTION 

Lebanon was shaken by a civil war which scene was the heart of the capital 

Beirut, its vital city centre specifically. For fifteen years (1975-1991), the words 

“Lebanon” and its capital “Beirut” were associated with the taboos of a never-

ending bloody civil war and open-ended violence and destruction.  

The warlords represented by militia groups on the battle ground, targeted 

first the city center and turned it into the main battleground during the first 

phase of the civil war, the 1975-77 years known as the two-year battle (Figure 

1.3). Traumatic events marked the city center’s territory and the symbolic 

values of unity and encounter. The city centre represented the country; 

targeting it was targeting the country as a whole. In this respect Beyhum3 

notes on the destruction of public spaces in the city centre in the following 

terms: 

La destruction des espaces publics de la ville a été un des premiers effets de la 

guerre. De théâtres de la guerre, ces espaces en ont constitué des enjeux, puis 

des objectifs. Le centre-ville a été détruit comme symbole d’une co-existence 

communautaire désormais interdite. 

The aim was to deprive the capital Beirut from its centrality, both physically 

and socially.  Physically, a demarcation line (known also as the Green Line) 

was created by militiamen during the first years of the war splitting Beirut to 

East and West. This geography of fear and resentment resulted in polarizing 

the society according to religious belonging, into Christian (in East Beirut) and 

Muslim (in West Beirut) majorities, forcing displacement from East to West in 

both directions.  

                                                           
3 Beyhum, N., 1991, p.18. 
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Figure 1.3: the battle scene (city centre) and the demarcation line - Prepared by 
N. Hindi, overlapping over Beirut cadastral map of 1964 – 1968 

Following this massive destruction of the City Centre, the word “Beirut” 

became gradually associated with a thorough re-construction process which 

transformed this city into a large urban laboratory, in an ongoing construction 

process since 1994. Whereas naturally all cities undergo a process of urban 

transformation and re-generation at a certain pace, the projected 

reconstruction of Beirut (1994-2024) shall undergo a different metabolism with 

all the internal and the regional challenges. Beirut reconstruction plan faces a 

dual challenge: a master plan which effectively embodies a post-war civil and 

social reconciliation, and the challenge of catching up the regional lost role of 

Beirut. Since reconstruction milestone has been set, a growing multi-

disciplinary debate was launched concerning the physical urban 

reconstruction and its national collective re-imagining.  
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As soon as the sound of the shelling stopped in the city centre in 19914, 

Solidere5, the company in charge of the reconstruction plan, sets a master plan 

to be approved by the private sector under the approval of the government. 

The thirty years master plan (1994-2024) aimed at “Reconstructing Space” and 

“Recreating Memory”, with the emotional and proud slogan of “Beirut: Ancient 

city of the future” (Figure 1.4). 

 
Figure 1.4: Official Solidere’s logo translated: “Beirut: Ancient city of the future” 

 A new dynamism is created: the city center which long suffered a massive 

destruction of its infrastructure and was turned into a No-Man’s land, will 

benefit from the reconstruction opportunity. On another hand it will face the 

challenges of regaining its destructed urban infrastructure and the social 

meaning of this City Centre which has been robbed for long years from the 

city and all its citizens equally. 

The master plan is facing the challenge of a fast pace reconstruction which 

started couple of years after war ceased, at the risk of breaking the coherence 

between the physical construction and the meaning of the spaces themselves. 

This embodies the race between the real estate considerations and the use of 

the space itself, at the expense of an ambiguous open-ended strategy of the 

                                                           
4 The war ended in 1991 following the “Taif Agreement” between all Lebanese fighting 
parties hosted in the city of Taif at the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (KSA). The outcome was a 
new formulation of government authorities and a cease fire announcing the end of a bloody 
chapter.   
5  For more information on Solidere, refer to the endnote glossary in the appendix II. 
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public spaces. It is at this point that the triggering question of this research 

arises: a strategy for which public spaces? what are the public spaces in Beirut? It is 

pertinent at this point to mention that fortunately the reconstruction 

excavation adhere to the principles of UNESCO supervising and recording the 

unraveling of the different archeological findings, that date back to the Iron 

age and the Pheonician period. The findings cover the different historic 

periods of the city history, displaying different faces of the same space. 

Another issue arises in perspective, is the integration of the archeological 

findings into the strategy of public spaces to be designed. In this respect the 

construction of more enclosed built-up area goes at a higher speed than the 

progress of the strategy of public spaces and archeological findings’ 

incorporation. This skeptical situation in the reconstruction master plan is 

another dimension of the already difficult urban processes when it comes to 

the contradictory objectives of remembrance, forgiveness and oblivion, 

erasure, re-habilitating and re-invention, in the post-war aftermath.  
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PROBLEM FORMULATION 

The discourse of the Public Space dates back to the years of 70’s of the world, 

but this doesn’t mean that the content of the discourse was non-existent as 

such. In the case of Arabic or the Eastern Mediterranean cities, the discourse 

on public spaces is scarce and lacks a reference of theoretical and conceptual 

framework when compared to the Western writings. Another observation 

rises on this matter; writings on public spaces in Beirut as well are scarce in 

general. Some tackled this discourse in the context of the Arabic and Middle 

Eastern cities. This research will consider Beirut’s public spaces as a case 

study by itself, whereby the Middle East will constitute the background and 

not the context.  

The post war reconstruction process has been an opportunity for raising 

debates and awareness on the topic of public spaces in Beirut. As already 

mentioned, the reconstruction master plan set forth by Solidere company, 

implies a bi-fold approach in “Reconstructing Space” and “Recreating Memory” 

as per the reconstruction slogan of “Beirut: Ancient city of the future. It implies 

also a delicate balance between the vision of the future and the heritage of the 

past.  

This research on public spaces has been triggered by the reconstruction 

process, though it doesn’t focus on it as a case study. It prompted the research 

and its structure logic without being an end in itself, given that the public 

spaces abide by the ongoing reconstruction process. It will tackle the Public 

Spaces of a socially and geographically polarized Beirut, more precisely it will 

tackle the past of the future public spaces. As Solidere’s slogan sets forth this 

relation between the city of the future and its past, the research will shed light 
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on the part of the public spaces; in order to move forward and define the 

future, urban designers and planners need to know the past. 

A dual line of investigation will be followed throughout the research related 

to the transformations which naturally happen in cities which underwent an 

urban trauma. The issue of public spaces will address their two aspects: 

• The first line of investigation refers to Public spaces as Physical spaces 

where public life, in all its aspects, happens and takes place. This line 

covers the morphological related transformation.  

• The second line of investigation refers to the dimension of Memory in 

Public spaces: impregnated by an identity and the images of public life 

across its diverse history. 

The questioning on the public spaces arises one after another and will dictate 

a methodology that allows tackling these questions and organizing them to 

set a reference framework for Beirut. Some basic questions arise and will 

trigger subsequent ones throughout the research, starting with: Did public 

spaces exist in the first place in Beirut? What are the public spaces? Where are the 

public spaces in the city centre’s spatial organization? For whom are the public 

spaces? How did they function? How were they practiced? What is the identity of 

these spaces? How to define their memory? Which memory in this respect?  

With the start of the reconstruction process in 1994, pre-war public spaces 

were re-constructed in phases and new public spaces emerged, except the 

reconstruction of the main public space of the city; Martyr Square’s 

reconstruction being delayed. All public spaces remained devoid of any real 

public, in the framework of an ambiguous strategy for the design of public 

spaces within the master plan. Since the sparkles of political instability started 

2005, the public spaces devoid of their function and meaning were re-claimed 
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and re-conquered by the large public in different patterns of appropriation 

and territoriality6. These temporary and sporadic appropriation are an 

indication of the need to relate between the public and the public spaces in the 

city, and to redefine this relation. Bringing back the public to the public spaces 

is a basic step in reconnecting the citizens with the reconstructed city centre.  

 

OBJECTIVES 

While the triggering point of departure for this research is the reconstruction 

process which, the focus of this research is questioning on Public Spaces in the 

city of Beirut.  

The main objective of this research was questioning on Public Spaces as multi-

faceted urban entities and components within which public life is practiced. 

The research identifies as well public spaces as representations of several 

aspects of urban activities, and highlights their peculiarities in the context of 

Beirut, in the framework of the city evolution and its changing administrative 

and political ranking in the region.  

The research sets secondary objectives which help in framing the research and 

pour evidence into the main objective: 

• To identify a definition of what are the Public Spaces in Beirut and 

how historically they have been generated.  

• To define a frame of reference, a “referentiel” for Beirut’s public 

spaces, based on observations of their historic evolution.  

                                                           
6  See more in Chapter 5 about the political demonstrations and manifestations in the public 
spaces (Martyr Square and Riad-al-Solh) in the city centre under reconstruction. 
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• To extrapolate from the research and from the case studies an 

understanding of one or several models of public spaces in their 

articulation in the city.  

• To identify a set of criteria for the articulation of public spaces in their 

specific geographic and historic context, based on tracking the major 

ruptures and continuities in the formation and practice of public 

spaces in Beirut. 

• To highlight the major underlying factors in the life and death of 

public spaces across their historic track; this can serve as a basis for re-

shaping the public spaces in the city and defining their future role, a 

complex balance between the vision of the future and the attitude 

towards the past.  
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A METHODOLOGICAL STANDPOINT    

A City with different models  

There are little literature and discourse on public spaces in Beirut, and little 

research on the topic from a multi-disciplinary perspective; it is tackled in 

most of the time from a single perspective, be it historical, sociological, 

political…Often the issue of public spaces in Beirut itself is fused to that in the 

Arabo-Islamic cities or Medinas. As for these cities, the question on Public 

Spaces is not new but remains problematic, especially that they underwent 

different patterns of urban transformations as a consequence to their 

geographical context, their location along the silk trade roads in some cases 

and the constantly changing ruling power over their territories. This 

juxtaposition of urban models typical of the Middle Eastern cities, especially 

the coastal ones have been tackled by several authors from different 

perspectives, but what is interesting and common to these authors is 

considering that a model transcends the mere urban to cover values and 

aspects of different kinds. J. Metral7 (1993) refers to this difficulty of 

approaching this topic and this juxtaposition of urban models that needs to be 

studied within their broader context. In this same line of research, other 

authors, A. Battegay, J.C. David and F. Métral (1996) have considered the port 

                                                           
7  The approach to studying public spaces should consider the peculiarities of each case study 
within the broader geographic context (Metral, 1993:6): « La notion d'Espace public ne peut 
être employée sans précautions théoriques comme analyseur des transformations des villes 
arabo-musulmanes contemporaines. Dans les villes du Proche-Orient aujourd'hui, se côtoient, 
se superposent, s'enchevêtrent (voire s'opposent), plusieurs "modèles" et "types-idéaux" de la 
Cité, chacun étant défini par des valeurs et des concepts qui lui sont propres en partie, selon le 
contexte socioculturel et la période historique: modèles arabo-musulmans, ottomans, 
occidentaux ... ; types-idéaux du port méditerranéen, du port du désert, de la ville de 
l'intérieur aux confins des zones agricoles et steppiques ».  
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cities of the eastern Mediterranean as the meeting ground between the 

maritime crossroad and the hinterland one8.  

This case of juxtaposition and intersection of models applies to the case of 

Beirut, adding to its peculiarities as a coastal port city. Geographically it is a 

city along the Mediterranean Sea, which shared however some urban 

characteristics with the Arabic interior cities, and was connected to the 

hinterland city of Damascus. Beirut witnessed a checkered historic trajectory 

oscillating between different Arabic and Ottoman occupations, followed by a 

Western influence. The alternating dominating powers not only affected the 

politics of the country, but as importantly its social habits, urban fabric, and 

economical functioning. 

 

The approach  

Public spaces in Beirut are the reflection of this overall urban picture. As a 

general overview on the literature on public spaces, two main approaches 

tackled the subject from different perspectives. The first overview falls under 

the category of the “Orientalists” approach who view public spaces in Arabic 

cities as formally and physically non-existent based on Western concepts; this 

view started with the very conservative approaches of E. Wirth (1975) and R. 

Ilbert (1982) followed by a less conservative approach like that of H. Ruppert, 

                                                           
8 The Mediterranean is considered historically as an intersection ground between sea and 
hinterland (A. Battegay - J-C David – F. Métral, 1996 :7) :  « Le carrefour maritime que dessine 
la Méditerranée orientale est prolongé et complété par un carrefour terrestre, le Moyen-
Orient, qui peut éventuellement se substituer à lui. C'est actuellement un espace de 
manifestation d'une proximité apparente entre Occident et Orient, Nord et Sud, proximité 
mêlée paradoxalement à de profondes différences, à des incompréhensions, à des ignorances 
fondamentales. C'est un lieu d'articulation d'un processus de mondialisation économique, 
politique, spirituelle, culturelle, médiatique et d'un refus très profond des ingérences et des 
dominations. Des synthèses et des métissages originaux peuvent pourtant s'y développer. »  
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(1969), N. Beyhum (1993) and A. Raymond (2008). The second approach 

considers the existence of public spaces from a social perspective considered 

from some authors like geographer Michael Davie (1996), historian May Davie 

(1999), J.C. David (2002) and J. Salomon 20049; these authors and other who 

followed this lines of investigation, considered public spaces in the case of 

Beirut in order to conclude about their existence in the first place, their 

functioning and their practice.    

At this stage, the aim is to not go back to the origin of the ideological reference 

on Public Spaces in Arabic or Oriental cities neither discuss the different 

approaches and lines of investigation on this topic. This research rather sheds 

the light on the public spaces in the context of Beirut city and not in the wider 

framework of the Middle Eastern cities. This means that the approach 

followed should respond to the multiple peculiarities of this city in order to 

frame the topic on public spaces from several approaches. Consequently there 

will not be the application of one single theory on Public Spaces in Beirut. It is 

not a top-bottom approach of one theory application on the City, but a 

bottom-up approach derived from observations of the scenery of Public 

Spaces in their respective urban, historic and political context.  

  

                                                           
9  See more in Chapter 2 about the different approaches. 
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METHODOLOGY 

This research has been developing using a combination of methodologies in 

order to formulate a critical approach on public spaces followed by an 

analytical observation of its development or transformation. The 

methodological approach was formed during the elaboration of this work, 

adapted to the research findings throughout the research and revisited as the 

research was progressing and becoming clearer. The following 

methodological schemes were developed during the process of the research: 

1- An analysis of public spaces in light of the historical and urban 

morphological development of the city. 

As previously discussed, public spaces are the reflection of the bigger 

panorama of the city. They are studied in their urban context and historical 

trajectory of development and transformation, or mutation. The urban 

morphological development along the history forms the background for the 

analysis. They are perceived as well in the light of the larger political scene, 

which alternately defined the administrative role of the city and affected its 

urban morphological dynamics across its history. 

2- An analysis of the main case studies based on a multiple dimensional 

approach of the space, the morphological, social, functional and 

political based on the approach of Carmona et al (2003). 

The research will tackle two different case studies:  the central and oldest 

Public Spaces of the city centre: Martyr Square and the Public Spaces along 

the Waterfront. Both cases are different in terms of nature and practice of the 

space. Equally important as well, is the genesis and evolution of these spaces, 

their transformation, mutation and disappearance in some cases. The closer 

research on case studies will cast light on the prevailing role of some aspects 
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of the space over other aspects. Case studies will allow deriving general 

synthesis based on their peculiarities.  

3- An analysis of the possible cohesion of public spaces as networks 

within the urban fabric based on the premises tackled by A.J. Pinto 

and Remesar (2012), and A.J. Pinto, Remesar and Brandao (2011). 

This methodology will allow a reading of the public spaces as coherent 

systems at this stage, and not anymore as self-referential spaces. While the 

previous method allowed a multi-faceted analysis of each public space as a 

space linked to the understanding of the bigger urban image, this method will 

broaden the perspective to perceive the public spaces as forming “networks” of 

spaces.  

4- Tackling the memory of the space as an aspect of the public space. 

The methodology of historical-morphological analysis allowed shedding light 

on the dimension of the memory over a long span of history. An important 

dimension of the public space is its identity. P. Brandao (2011) brings up the 

dimension of the identity of public space by means of diversified criterion. 

The identity of a space is a complex formation process; it has its roots in the 

history of the space and is also related to memory and significance which are 

‘subjective values’ (Brandao, 2011:20). The suggested strategies for 

understanding and determining the identity of space put forth by Brandao 

can have their roots in the past, track the continuities/discontinuities 

throughout the space lifetime, and can extend to open a bracket to the future 

capacity of the cohesion of the space in the future construction. The relation 

memory-past and memory-history of public spaces will be observed through 

Pierre Nora (1989) and other authors like Marc Crinson (2005) and Andreas 
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Huyssen (2003) who brings up the necessity to consider memory in post-

traumatic urban models and contemporary urban approaches. 

Timeframe of the research 

Studying the past of the future public spaces will entail covering the period 

which spans from the early 1840’s until the civil war period. Going back to the 

1840’s is related to the existence of the 1841 cadastral map, related to the 

Arabic period, one of the oldest available cadastral map which shows spaces 

clearly on the map. The research stops at the eruption of civil war which led to 

the annihilation of public spaces, opening a short bracket into the civil war 

period and the reconstruction phase. 

Research Geographic boundary 

The geographic boundary of the research is the city centre in its boundaries 

set for the post-war reconstruction phase (Ref. Figure 1.3).  The intra-mural 

city was smaller in size than the actual city; the city growth forms the 

background for studying the evolution of the public spaces from the intra-

mural to the extra-mural city. 

Limitations 

The main limitation of this research was as mentioned previously the scarcity 

of literature and cadastral maps on public spaces in Beirut. This limitation and 

scarcity of information was turned into a methodology of research for the 

information. Researching for cadastral maps, primary sources like the 

travelogues texts and the photographs allowed me to reconstruct myself the 

research on the public spaces.  
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TOOLS AND METHODS USED 

BASED ON PRIMARY SOURCES 
1- Correlation of cadastral maps, visual materials and corresponding 

primary literary sources: 

• Cadastral maps originating from official sources and army 

services available in digitally scanned format.  

• Visual materials is based on paintings (period prior to 

photographs), postcards and pictures collections; the largest 

private collection of photographs and postcards of Lebanon 

and the Levant refers to Fouad Debbas. 

• Text references based on the original manuscripts of 

Orientalists and travelers who documented by means of 

written letters their sojourn and visits to Beirut and the cities 

of the Levant at the turn of the Century (some manuscripts 

retrieved online from Bibliothèque Orientale and Bibliotheque 

Nationale de France). 

2- A Timeline10 organized chronologically the sequence of events and 

construction following seven classifications: World events, local 

political events, transportation networks, architectural-urban events, 

master plans, waterfront/hotels and Martyr Square. This classification 

served filtering the events from the most general down to the space-

specific level, and helped link the dots between different events in the 

way they affected the same space. Given the scarcity of literary sources 

on the topic of public spaces,  the timeline served as a base tool to trace 

some characteristics of Beirut urban history, and link some dots 

                                                           
10  Refer to the Timeline appendix III at the end of this research, spanning from the start of 
Ottoman rule over Lebanese territories (1516) till current date. 
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between different events affecting the same public space. It rendered 

possible as well the back and forth zooming from macro-scale changes 

to micro-scale changes on urban level, followed across the research.  

3- Manuscripts by travelogues to Beirut are considered as primary 

sources. The quotations by travelogues, mainly Frensh, were kept in 

their original language. 

 

BASED ON SECONDARY SOURCES 

1- An important reference for this research: the study done by May Davie 

based on the 1840 cadastral map demonstrating that public spaces 

Sahat existed in the fabric of old Beirut and locating them on the map. 

2- Books and references based mostly on the research of French, German 

and Lebanese researches on the issue of public spaces. There exists 

some literature by Turkish, but very few of them are available in 

English. Many literary sources refers to the late Ottoman period, end 

of the nineteenth century prior to the break of World War I.; the book 

of Danish born Jens Hanssen's Fin Siecle Beirut is a key contribution to 

the literature on Beirut at this specific period. I found some difficulties 

finding references and supporting literature at other periods of the 

urban history; I resorted to primary sources of historic events, maps 

and pictures.   

3- I conducted a digital overlapping of cadastral maps in order to locate 

old intra-walls Beirut limits and public spaces and understand their 

development along with the text descriptions. Despite the digital 

inaccuracies of old maps, the descriptive texts of Fouad Debbas on its 

postcards and photographs collection and other historical texts helped 
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go beyond the maps discrepancies in understanding the overall 

picture of the urban space and public spaces in particular.   

4- The digital overlapping of cadastral maps on top of each other is 

achieved using two softwares: AutoCAD and Photoshop. The digital 

overlapping was a handy tool in tracing public spaces evolution in the 

urban fabric. 

5- Another category of maps was achieved by combining more than one 

map originating from different sources. This was very necessary in 

combining all urban information related to the same period of time, 

but not shown on the same map. I give an example about this 

combination which is the 1861 construction of a carriage road 

connecting Beirut to Damascus; one of the map showed clearly the 

layout of the road, and it was necessary to overlap it and combine to a 

complementary map belonging to the same period of time.   

6- Diagrammatic maps were developed digitally based on the official 

cadastral ones, helping localize the public spaces. In Chapter 2 and 

Chapter 4 they were correlated with photographs to clarify the identity 

of the public space and its practice at different periods of their history.  

7- Schematic synthetic maps were developed by myself based on the 

diagrammatic maps, used to explain conclusive opinions in the 

discourse on public spaces and to draw final conclusions to illustrate 

the models of public spaces. 

8- In some cases, overlapping two photographs from the archive of 

Fouad Debbas allowed a panoramic reading of the public spaces; this 

coincidence in discovering the possibility of overlapping photographs 

was crucial in allowing the identification of the public spaces on the 

waterfront of the 19th century Beirut (Refer figure 4.17, chapter IV). 
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Chapter II 
HISTORY OF PUBLIC SPACES IN 
BEIRUT: 
GENESIS AND EVOLUTION  

 

“Study the past if you would define the 
future.”  

-  Confucius (philosopher) 
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GENESIS 
This identification of public spaces in Beirut will be bi-fold: it will first unravel 

the genesis of the space then it will shed light on its historic evolution across 

their lifetime. As set forth in the introduction, the meaning of a public space 

cannot be dissociated from its identity (Brandao, 2011:37)11. Determining the 

origin of the space word, its toponymy in some cases and even its components 

set an important cornerstone in the context of this research. 

DEFINITIONS OF ARABIC TERMINOLOGY  
In the process of studying Public Spaces in Beirut, which official language is 

Arabic, the definition of Arabic words and terminology referring to Public 

Spaces in Beirut will open a first track onto understanding public spaces in 

their specific geographic and time frame context. A definition of some Arabic 

and even French vocabulary in few instances, helps at two levels: clarifying 

the literary meaning of these Spaces and giving some idea of available Urban 

forms in the Arabic cities. The following are understood as urban form, as a 

practice sometimes (the case of the corniche or the muntazah), or a social 

meaning characteristic of a certain space in particular.  

The same Public Space can have more than one word designating it in 

different periods of time; this means that the practice and significance of this 

Space have consequently changed or transformed. The following terms refer 

to urban forms that existed or still do in the framework of Beirut and will be 

further clarified in the Appendix I.  

                                                           
11 Brandao considers the “toponimia”, “planta de la ciudad” “la arquitectura” and “arte”                
as elements of significance and information in a given space, based on which a space can 
communicate its meaning.  
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Brief History of Beirut 

Beirut is one of the oldest cities on the Phoenician coast (Porter, 1912:1). The origin 

of the name might be derived from the Hebrew word, Biaroth, same in 

Phoenician (Porter, 1912:3) meaning the wells in both languages. The written 

history of Beirut refers to a destructive earthquake in 551 A.D., which razed 

down the city; an earthquake said to be followed by destructive high waves 

which flooded the city and swept away all traces of its life and urban 

structure. Despite the post-war unraveling of the old city traces dating back 

even to the Phoenician times, however these traces remained in the realm of 

Archeology and have not been translated into reconstructing coherent urban 

scenarios, consolidated enough to create urban recorded maps for the Roman 

heritages12. 

This checkered history of Beirut’s city records it as a crossroad of Western 

conquerors (Roman Empire, Allied forces, French Mandate) and Arab 

conquests, in addition to being along the crusaders costal road, coming from 

West to East. Old engravings paintings depict Beirut as medieval intra-mural 

port city (Figure 2.1) while others depict a city with an Arabian character and 

minarets dominate the city’s skyline (Figure 2.2). 

                                                           
12 Under Roman Empire, Beirut was an important colony known as Julia Felix Berytus. 
Evidences of the Roman city keep being unraveled in the process of the post-war excavations 
started in 1994; recordings of all findings are done in accordance with the UNESCO. One of 
the findings, the Roman Baths was incorporated in the new master plan as a public space. 
Traces of the Roman grid, basically the Cardo and Decumanos have been identified, the 
Decumanos location remaining controversial though. 
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Figure 2.1: Porto della Citta de Barutti - Port of Beirut; 1675 by Bianchi Remondini: a 
medieval city with a port 

 
Figure 2.2: Les massacres de la Syrie. 4e tableau : le port de Beyrout – Signed by 
 Trichon, Auguste and Edouard Riou [1860]. Beirut Port and the minarets of the city 
show in the background, following the entry of French troops to Beirut in 1860. 
Source : gallica.bnf.fr / Bibliothèque nationale de France  [Consulted 19.11.2014] 
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In the name of Islam, the Arabs from the Arabian Peninsula began in 633 a 

conquest, spreading Arab domination from North Africa to Central Asia and 

took Beirut and Damascus as early in their conquest in the year 635. The traces 

of Arab conquest were obvious in the city’s urban structure, still clear in the 

cadastral maps of the 1840’s13. Following Arabs’ conquest, Beirut fell under a 

long Ottoman rule between 1516 and 1920, but its importance and beauty as a 

Port City grew at the turn of the Nineteenth Century to be described by the 

German emperor in his visit to Beirut as “the Jewel in the Crown of the Padishah” 

(Hanssen, 2005:226). In 1888, Beirut became capital of Wilaya (Figure 2.3), and 

ruled over multiple territories over 30,500km2 (spanning four nations in 

today’s actual borders), whereas today Lebanon in its actual borders covers 

only 10,450km2 (Figure 2.4).  

The French14 entered Lebanon officially in 1918 following WW I with the 

allied forces in accordance to Sykes-Picot agreement, splitting the Ottoman 

Empire between English and French power on behalf of the League of 

Nations. The British were given Palestine and Iraq, while the French were 

given a mandate over Syria and Lebanon. The French Mandate lasted till 1943 

and paved the way to the development of Beirut until it became capital of 

Greater Lebanon, in its final geographical boundaries. Despite the Arab-Israeli 

conflict following WW II which started in the region since 194815, Beirut knew 

its golden age between the years of the 50’s and 70’s. In the span of twenty 

years, it raised to an International trade level, benefitting from the petroleum 

                                                           
13  Beirut will have recorded cadastral and topographic maps starting 1840 onwards. 
14  French had a presence in the country since 1860 to protect the Christians. Following a 
religious conflict in Mount Lebanon, Napoleon III ordered in July 1860 the deployment of 
thousands of troops to Beirut’s port. 
15 In 1967, despite Lebanon rejected calls by other Arab government to participate in the six-
days war, it suffered loss of southern territories and had to bear waves of Palestinian 
refugees on its territories. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/British_Mandate_of_Palestine
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/British_Mandate_of_Iraq
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boom in the Arabian Gulf Countries16 and remaining a major trade and 

services, shipping and transportation centre for Europe and the Arabian 

world. Until the break of war, housing the finest hotels sector, Beirut was a 

hub of entertainment, fashion, culture, a unique blend of multi-religious and 

multi-national society.  Nicknamed as the Pearl of the Middle East, and 

Switzerland of the Orient, Beirut of the 60’s and 70’s lost its leading role in the 

region and drown unluckily into a civil conflict. 

 
Figure 2.3 (left) and Figure 2.4 (right): Maps comparing size of Beirut and Lebanon in 1910 (left) to 
2014 (right) – Maps superposition by N. Hindi 
Left, Fig. 2.3: Based on Map of Administrative Divisions and Railway network of Bilad al-Sham, 
c.1910 – based on Jens Hanssen map (Hanssen, 2005:72) 
Right, Fig. 2.4: Actual State borders – based on Google map (consulted 24.11.2014) 

                                                           
16 Lebanon benefited economically from the construction of one of the largest Trans-Arabian 
Pipeline, linking Arabian countries to Europe across Lebanese seaports.  
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The Lebanese civil war broke out on 13 April 1975 and would last fifteen long 

years until the Taif Agreement in 1991. It followed several episodes of armed 

conflicts, distributed over different geographies and territories in the country. 

It entailed a Social and Territorial deconstruction that would be sporadically 

phased and will follow different strategic patterns: the city center, voided 

physically and socially became a no-man’s land for fifteen long years. The first 

two years of war, known as “the war of the two-years” militias led a territorial 

war for the possession of Beirut and will end up dividing the capital into two 

main religious entities along a demarcation line, renown as the Green Line17 

along the Beirut-Damascus road, that separated West (Muslim community) 

from East Beirut (Christian community), West being dominated by the Left 

Muslim militias allied with the PLO (Palestinian Liberation Organization) 

against East Beirut led by Phalange and Christian militias. 

The intertwined history of the old Middle East is the evidence for the diversity 

of populations and religions (Christians and Muslims of different sects) as 

well as the presence of minorities (Armenians, Greeks…) in Beirut till today 

and would be one of the major factors of its unique social and cultural 

mixture; a blend which is of importance in this research on its Public Spaces 

 

  

                                                           
17 It starts at Martyr Square and continued further in the east direction along Damascus Road.  
It is renowned as Green Line because greenery grew up along it over the years. 
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ON PUBLIC SPACES IN THE MEDINA 

Brief overview 

Both on a morphological and social level, the traditional model of Arabo-

Islamic cities embodied no public life happening in public spaces equivalent 

to the Greek agora or the Roman forum, in terms of free access, civic debates 

and participation. The Public Space in the Polis or Greek city or, and later in 

the Roman city are in brief the Space for the Citizen, a clearly defined physical 

space in the urban fabric. The Agora and the Forum Romanum formed part of 

the urban grid, a feature which doesn’t exist in the morphology of the 

Medina18 (the Arab city). In the Arab city, the morphology of the space is 

dedicated foremost by the network of social contact and exchange: Many 

urban historians, sociologists and researchers on the topic of public space 

define public space in the Arab towns as Social and not Physical (Michael 

Davie, 1996 - May Davie, 1999 - J.C. David, 2002 - Joseph Salomon, 2004); a 

major characteristics of the Arabic model of Beirut that would be further 

discussed in this chapter. 

Talking about urban morphology, two important types of open urban spaces 

existed though; first one around the Prince’s property as a continuation of his 

space and of which he controlled the access, and second type were the 

religious precincts, Mosques and Churches as confessional spaces. Seen from 

another perspective, some authors has made evident the central public 

character of these spaces, where these religious spaces might turn to be on 

religious events places for debating issues of daily life (David, J.C. 2002:219). 

  

                                                           
18  For the Arabic terminology of Medina, refer to the Glossary of Arabic terminology in the 
Appendix II. 
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Beirut: Arabic? Islamic? Or Oriental City? 

It is worth mentioning at this point, that the first research studies done by the 

Orientalists on Arabic and Middle Eastern cities was studied in light of the 

Islamic religion and subsequent pattern of life (Ilbert, R.:1982 – Wirth, E.: 

1975); considered very conservative in their approach, they have been 

followed by revisionist lines of investigation (Ruppert, H.:1969 - Raymond, A.: 

2008 - Beyhum, N.:1993). The spatial organization of the traditional Islamo-

Arabic cities reflects the fundamental separation between the private and 

public realm, a separation which has its origin from the Islamic social pattern, 

the Souqs being at the heart of the city organization. 

Beirut cannot be characterized as a typical Islamic city in its urban 

morphology, and by no means does it follow the traditional prototype of the 

Medina (City). Even the presence of Souqs19 (Figure A.9, in Appendix I) within 

its urban structure is not an indication of its Islamic typical morphology, since 

the genesis of the Souqs in the Middle Eastern cities is way prior to its 

islamization in the region.  The Souks are not only enclosed places of economic 

exchange but also important places for creating intense social contacts and the 

openness to larger exchange networks. The labeling of Beirut as Arabic 

Islamic city could be proven erroneous. The ambiguity between the two terms 

“Arabic” and “Islamic” terms is very common though, and in many Western 

reading “Arabic” and “Islamic” terms are placed under the same umbrella. 

Maybe the strongest example of Islamic but non-Arabic power is the Ottoman 

Empire. The case of Beirut carries both the characteristics and the ambiguities 

of this Ottoman rule: even its political relation to the Ottoman Empire was 

characterized by increasing autonomy and mostly marked towards the end of 

                                                           
19 For the toponymy of the urban form of Souq refer to the Glossary of Arabic terminology of 
urban forms in the Appendix I. 
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the XIXth Century with its openness towards the Mediterranean countries 

through maritime commercial exchanges. The strong influence of Western 

architecture and modes of life was mostly visible under the rule of Lebanese 

Maan princes. 

Due to its early role as a Port city, Beirut has never been a typical Arabic 

Oriental city, despite the difficult conditions of construction and preservation 

of ports on the oriental Mediterranean shoreline20 (Ruppert, 1999:17). Many 

manuscripts21 and literary sources refer to old Beirut and describe it as one of 

the oldest and important cities of the Phoenician sea-trade world22 (Porter, 

1912:11). The seaport is a main component in the city development to its 

current morphology as we know it today.   

                                                           
20 Ruppert, H. (1999:17) describes the geographic location of the city : « Sur cette cote 
orientale de la Méditerranée d’orientation généralement méridienne, la rive nord d’un cap 
saillant vers l’ouest constituait une situation plus décisive. Le port était ici protégé des vents 
du sud et du sud-ouest, ainsi que des vents d’ouest, grâce a une petite avancée rocheuse  dans 
la mer au nord de Minet el Hosn». 
21 The oldest known manuscripts are those of Tell el Amarna dating back to the XIVth Century 
before J.C. 
22 In his own manuscript, Porter (1912:11) mentions “That Beirut was engaged in the 
commercial activity of the Phoenicians is undoubted, for Poseidon, the God of the sea, was its 
tutelary deity as appears from its coins.”  
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EVOLUTION 
Spatial organization of Public Spaces 

The study on public spaces will be studied in light of the urban evolution of 

Beirut since early 1840’s, as mentioned in the introduction. This timeframe 

follows the availability of cadastral maps, the corresponding texts about this 

period, the postcards and first photographs on Beirut. An understanding of 

these public spaces and their multiple dimensions cannot be dissociated from 

the administrative and political framework, the prevailing social practices, the 

spatial functional dimension and least but not last, the morphology of the 

public space affected indisputably by the development of the transportation 

modes. 

Two main questions will be tackled in the following display on the public 

spaces; Where are the Public Spaces in Beirut? What are the Public Spaces in 

Beirut? The first question will tackle their organization in the City and their 

multiple contexts in the urban framework. The second question will tackle 

their social and urban practice, their appropriation and significance. 

For this end, the following sub-chapters in their reference to the different 

periods tackle the public spaces not only in their geographic context but also 

in the framework of the main historic period which affected them in a way or 

another. While the majority of the following periods were characterized by 

major political changes and shift of power, the successive administrative roles 

of Beirut and its relation to the Syrian hinterland characterized some periods 

as well thus affecting their public spaces. The change from the Ottoman to the 

French power led to the westernization of the city and consequently to 

changes in the urban practice revealed in the public spaces.  
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IN THE FRAMEWORK OF BEIRUT AL-QADIMA 

Urban characteristics and social life 
The time framework of this chapter on Beirut al-Qadima (meaning Old Beirut) 

covers the time period starting 1840’s when it was still confined to its 

medieval walls. Beirut al-Qadima was a small town with the characteristics of a 

medieval city: ramparts, seven Bab (gates), Khan, Hammam, Zouqaq23 (Figure 

A.7 and A.8, in Appendix I) and of course the Souqs. The presence of churches 

along with mosques is an evidence of the cohabitation of different communal 

groups within its walls precincts. Another main urban characteristic is its 

being privileged with a port, as described by G. de Nerval during his 

description of Beirut: 

Il faut tenir compte aussi des quelques centaines de maisons entourées de 

jardins qui occupent le vaste amphithéâtre dont ce port est le centre, troupeau 

dispersé que surveille une haute construction carrée, garnie de sentinelles 

turques, et qu’on appelle la tour de Fakardin24. 

The existence of Khan or Han in its urban structure reinforces this relation to 

the Port25 (Ruppert, 1999:139) and supports the premise that the City was part 

of a commercial network road initiated by the early existence of the port and 

further accentuated by the road linking Beirut to the Syrian hinterland, i.e. 

Damascus26. Nevertheless, at that period the urban landscape was 

                                                           
23  For the toponymy of the urban form of Zouqaq refer to the Glossary of Arabic terminology 
of urban forms in the Appendix I. 
24  De Nerval, 1851, Voyage en Orient, Tome I, p. 325.  
25 H. Ruppert (1999:139) describes the city’s peculiarities on the coast “Déjà, la situation de 
Beyrouth comme ville littorale impliquait - au contraire de ce qui se passe pour les villes 
caravanières  - un renforcement de la fonction portuaire avec toutes ses institutions de 
livraison  et de redistribution, renforcement  qui laisse peu de place au développement des 
fonctions orientales traditionnelles du commerce de gros, que remplissait par example le 
Khan». 
26 This idea of Beirut becoming the Port of Damascus will be further carried in the chapter IV.  
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predominantly Arabic as described by the Orientalists during their travels. In 

his description of the city, G. de Nerval has put it this way: 

C’est encore la physionomie d’une ville arabe de l’époque des croisades ; 

seulement l’influence européenne se trahit par les mâts nombreux des maisons 

consulaires, qui, le dimanche et les jours de fête, se pavoisent de drapeaux27. 

It is pertinent to note that different forms of Social life within the walls of the 

City happened in different urban forms other than Public Spaces, of which are 

the Hammam (Turkish baths), the Souq28, and even in the Zouqaq29  itself. From 

a social perspective, Beirut at that time of history had the same characteristic 

as the Medina in terms of separation in its social pattern of life. Though a 

considerable Christian community always existed in Beirut al-Qadima, little 

difference existed in their lifestyle from the Muslim community. The women 

seldom went out of their houses as social life happened indoor or in the big 

private mansions. In general, there were little spaces for socialization, and till 

the beginning of the XIXth Century, parks and public gardens were rare and 

almost non-existent. Hammams are Social spaces where social and economic 

issues are discussed, reserved for women in the morning and men in the 

afternoon. Barakat and Chamussy describe their functioning and their practice 

in the following terms30: 

Les hammams, très fréquentés, ne sont pas des espaces publics à proprement 

parler, mais en jouent le rôle ; réservés aux femmes pendant la matinée, aux 

hommes dans l'après-midi, ils sont les lieux où se règlent de nombreux 

                                                           
27  De Nerval, 1851, Voyage en Orient, Tome I, p. 326. 
28 For the toponymy of the urban form of Souq refer to the Glossary of Arabic terminology of 
urban forms in the Appendix I. 
29 For the toponymy of the urban form of Zouqaq, refer to the Glossary of Arabic terminology 
of urban forms in the Appendix I. 
30 Barakat L., Chamussy H., 2002, p. 275. 
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problèmes, financiers, commerciaux, mais également où se discutent les 

mariages. Il y avait, somme toute, peu d'espaces de sociabilité. 

Unlike the Hammams which are a component of many Arabic cities, the 

Zouqaqs in Beirut embody another form of Social space, a typical characteristic 

of the Mediterranean cities. It is worth mentioning that a form of public life 

and social exchange happened in the space of the street (Barakat and 

Chamussy: 2002 -Aurélie Delage: 2004). Hammams and Zouqaqs are beyond the 

framework of this research; nevertheless they are considered elements of the 

social life and urban life in Beirut al-Qadima. As for the space of the Souqs, it 

remains the main criteria of urban studies for Near Eastern cities and will be 

studied in the context of the study of the public spaces at that time in Beirut.  

Intramuros sahat and extramuros maydan31 

In relation to the previous brief introduction on the Arabic, Islamic and 

Oriental cities or Medina, the following questions arise at all times when the 

topic of public spaces in the middle eastern region and Beirut is brought up 

for discussion. Is the absence or the scarcity of public spaces in Beirut 

inherited from the Arabic and Islamic system? Is it characteristic of the 

periods that preceded the introduction or the influence of modern Western 

urban forms and the intervention of planned urbanism? This common reading 

is very debatable and reflects the results of an incomplete reading of Middle 

Eastern cities and in this particular case, Beirut. This incompleteness of 

reading results from the scarcity of literature and research on this topic in the 

region as an overall.  The literature on the existence of Public Spaces in Beirut 

al-Qadima is very scarce and no cadastral map showed evidence of their 

existence, location or even toponimic reference to their attributed names. May 
                                                           
31  For the toponymy of the urban form of Sahat and Maydan refer to the Glossary of Arabic 
terminology of urban forms in the Appendix I. 
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Davie (1999), historian and researcher on Beirut, proved the existence of 

Public Spaces in the form of small Sahat (square) within the city walls and the 

existence of Sahl or Maydan (Figure A.1, in Appendix I) outside city walls32, and 

located them on the map. Sources of the writing of Orientalists, Hadiqat al 

Akhbar journals and other primary source documents served as reference for 

her workshop research, based on the cadastral map of 1841 as well as old 

pictures (Figure 2.5).  

The following discourse on the nature of Public Spaces and their multi-

dimensional criterion will be based on May Davie’s map as a base. Basically 

two major categories of Public or Open Spaces existed in this Arabic model of 

the Beirut: the Sahat within the city walls, and Sahl or Maydan outside city 

walls. Another form of Public Spaces existed outside the city walls; they were 

mentioned in the literature and were evident in the postcards and 

corresponding cadastral maps. This third category of “promenade places” 

existed with no relation to an economic function (Figure 2.8). Traces of the 

“promenade” strips along the waterside outside the city gates already existed 

in the 1841 map (Figures 2.6 and 2.7). They functioned as leisure and 

promenade stretches reaching in and out from the city, either pedestrian or by 

means of carriages (Davie, May, 1999:8): 

«D’autres espace publics, des lieux de promenade, existaient également en 

dehors de la ville. A l’Est, tout le long de la mer, un chemin de promenade 

menait jusqu'à Mdawwar, alors qu’a l’Ouest une autre voie partait de la 

                                                           
32 In contradiction to previous viewpoints claiming the non-existence of public spaces in 
Beirut, May Davie (1999:8) is one of the first and few authors, if not the only one, to prove 
the existence and location of these spaces: “ ..il est d’ailleurs devenu habituel d’affirmer 
l’inexistence des espaces publics dans les villes du monde arabe, les souq proprement dits 
ayant rempli leur role regulateur dans la societe urbaine. Notre recherche a servi à démontrer 
le contraire. A Beyrouth, les espaces publics ont non seulement existe, mails ils étaient 
désignés par un non spécifique et occupaient des lieux particuliers». 
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butte de Qantari pour rejoindre les jardins al Santiyat, avant d’atteindre al 

Chamiyat qui surplombait le port ». 

 
Figure 2.5: Public spaces in Beirut prior to 1850; the location of fountains, café and 
other services are shown in the public spaces as per legend  
Source : M.F. Davie, 1984 
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Intramuros sahat33  

Historically, the urban fabric of medieval walled Beirut consisted of tortuous 

narrow streets in a labyrinth-like fabric. The presence of intra-muros public 

spaces, basically Sahat owe their existence to the network of old Souq and their 

study cannot be dissociated from their functioning pattern. These Sahat “à 

l’Arabe” (Davie 1999), shared the same characteristics of Arabic Squares or 

Sahat; they were unplanned spaces at the intersection of Souq strips; of 

undefined geometry and morphology, hardly recognizable on the cadastral 

map. They followed the scale of the old narrow streets and displayed no 

hierarchy in the size between one Sahat and another (Figure 2.7). Three types 

of Sahat are articulated in the spatial organization within the city walls. The 

first type consists of small Sahat existingat the intersections of souq roads, 

carrying names referring to trade activity like Sahat al-Qamh (i.e. grain and 

wheat square) (Figure 2.9), Sahat al-Khoubz (i.e. bread square) (Figure 2.10), 

Sahat al-Samak (fish square). The second type consist of some Sahat existing at 

the peripheries of walls, near city gates which they carried their names like 

Sahat al-Dirkat (as per Bab al-Dirkat) and Sahat al-Saraya (as per Bab al-Saraya) 

(Figure 2.12 and 2.13). Sahat al-Rassif (i.e. wharf or dock square) (Figure 2.11) 

was related to the seaport activity as it served the old seaport of wheat and 

wood. Other Sahat existed at the proximity of religious places of churches or 

mosques like Sahat al-Noufayrat (fountains square) Sahat al-Chouhada (martyrs 

square; note that this is another square than the Sahl which will carry later on 

the name of Martyr Square). 

As a common characteristic feature, most of these Sahat were equipped with a 

sabil, nafourat or birkat34 (fountain or water pond) (Figure A.4, in Appendix I), 

                                                           
33 For the toponymy of the urban form of Sahat refer to the Glossary of Arabic terminology of 
urban forms in the Appendix I. 
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occupied mostly by specialized shops and a qahwa (arabian café). In the case of 

Sahat at the periphery of city walls, specifically the two main gates bab el-

Derkah and bab al-Saraya, a hammam (public bath) and a khan or even a hostel 

are located in the proximity of the city gate. These two Sahat play the role of 

interface to the exterior Sahl and the exterior world beyond them, and the 

adjacent equipment of hammam, khan and nezel support this transition from a 

long travel to inside the city: this is where the interaction and exchange of 

information between the outside and the Intra-Muros world and where even a 

break from working happens. Later on the Post building will be located just at 

the city gate next to “Bab el-Derkah”, as an interface symbol just at the walls 

between the city and the world. 

The public spaces will be perceived from their multi-dimensionality; the 

morphology of the space, their functional use, the social aspect and their 

political dimension. The Arabic Sahat of Beirut embodied the example par 

excellence of multi-dimensional Public Spaces, deeply related to the city 

fabric. The economic and the religious place are both strongly articulated in 

the space of the Arabic city; both spatial entities intertwined in the narrow 

space of the intra-muros city without differentiation in the scale of Sahat, 

neither hierarchy nor morphology. However May Davie notes that despite no 

apparent differentiation in hierarchy characterized them, they formed 

constituted a cohesive and coherent network related to the spatial 

organization of the Souqs in the Arabic city fabric: 

...Quoique la hiérarchie de ces places ne soit pas visible dans la morphologie, 

ces places répondaient à une cohérence intérieure. Elle suivait un système de 

                                                                                                                                                         
34 For the toponymy of the urban form of Sabil, Birkat and Nafourat refer to the Glossary of 
Arabic terminology of urban forms in the Appendix I. 
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distribution qui s’accordait judicieusement avec la logique économique, 

facteur primordial dans la structuration de la cité35.  

The importance of Sahat did not lie in the form neither in the geometry. The 

Sahat embodied a practice of everyday life related to the economic structure of 

the city which cannot be dissociated from the dwellers mode of life. They 

were spaces of intense exchange both functionally and socially, as Davie 

noted: 

C’étaient des lieux de côtoiement et de sociabilité entre les individus, les 

métiers et les communautés, et donc des vecteurs d’échanges d’informations 

concernant le quartier et le voisinage, ou encore le marché, les prix et la 

qualité des produits comme des nouvelles concernant l’état des routes, les 

villes ou l’empire ottoman de manière générale36 

A final note on these intra-muros Sahat, is that they represented a daily 

appropriation of the space, spatially and functionally by the dwellers of the 

city. They were at the image of their daily life practice, and were devoid of 

any representation of political power. At that time, the political vigilance was 

insured by the towers of Burj al-Gadid, Burj Umm-Dabbus on the West side and 

Burj al-Kashef on the East side.  

 

Extramuros maydan 
Open Spaces called Maydan (Figure A.1, in Appendix I) or Sahl (Figure A.2, in 

Appendix I) existed outside city walls (Figure 2.12 and 2.13); of undefined 

geometry, loose borders and vague plains and meadows. One open space 

referred to as Maydan was identfied at the main East Gate of the city, Bab-al-

Saraya later known as Sahl Burj al-Kashef, and is the main access ground to the 

city, and the second one Sahl al-Sour was located at the Southern gate Bab-al-
                                                           
35  Davie, May, 1999 «Les Places Publiques de Beyrouth au tournant du XIXeme Siecle», p.6. 
36 Ibid. 35, p.6. 
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Dirkeh. The Maydan will form a case study in a following chapter, however the 

discourse in this chapter will tackle the morphological form of public spaces 

outside the walls and their dynamics in the organization of the Arabic city as 

compared to the intra-muros spaces. There are no references on cadastral 

maps of the toponymy of Maydan, however literary descriptions refer to this 

urban form, as noted by Orientalist G. de Nerval in describing the space as a 

plain or meadow landscape, as related to Burj al-Kashef  (the “tour”) in the 

following note: 

« A partir de cette tour, une plaine assez vaste permet d’embrasser d’un coup 

d’oeil tout le profil oriental de la ville, dont l’enceinte et les tours crénelées se 

développent jusqu’à la mer 37».  

Unlike the intra-muros Sahat which existed in the nucleus of the Souq 

structure, both Maydan and Sahl persisted as spaces of intersections of carriage 

roads coming from surrounding cities with the spaces at walls peripheries. 

The growth in the direction of the East of two main roads tying the city to the 

exterior: the Tripoli and Damascus will favor the development of the Maydan 

and the transportation network that was coherent to its existence since its 

genesis. The existence and persistence of the Maydan and Sahl lies in its being 

a crossroad and intersection space: whereas Sahat were naturally appropriated 

by the city dwellers, these undefined spaces could not be appropriated by 

nature of their transit action. A different kind of trade function would take 

place, different from the daily life trade of the Sahat. The Sahl were crossroad 

spaces, intersection hubs enhanced by mobility modes, basically the animal-

drawn carriages and the convoy of caravans.  

  

                                                           
37 De Nerval, 1851, Voyage en Orient, Tome I, p. 326. 



Bayrout Al Qadima based on 1840 Map 

  
Figure 2.6: Royal Engineers map of Beirut – 1841 (partial) 
 

Figure 2.7:  Superposition on original map done by author N. Hindi 



 

 

 

Figure 2.8: 1860’s: St. George’s Bay, seaside promenade 

outside the city walls – Unknown photographer 

Figure 2.11: 

By author: assumed Sahat al

 

 

Figure 2.9: Sahat al-Qamh (Wheat Square) 

Unknown photographer 

Figure 2.12: 

Raoul de Saint

 

Figure 2.10: Sahat Al Khoubz (means Bread Square) 

Unknown photographer 

  Bayrout al-Qadima   Figure 2.13: 

Raoul de Saint

 

Figure 2.11: 1885-1910-Anonymous photographer  (Debbas Collection) 

By author: assumed Sahat al-Rassif 

Figure 2.12: Sahat (Sahl) Assour and Old city walls   

Raoul de Saint-Seine,ca 1860-61 – Source : BNF 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.13: La place Assour et les remparts sud-ouest de la vieille ville  

aoul de Saint-Seine,ca 1860-61 –  F. Debbas collection 1840-1914 
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BEIRUT CAPITAL OF WILÂYA (1860-1920)  

Tanzimat Reforms, Westernization and administrative upgrade 
During the late Ottoman period, Beirut was elevated in 1888 to the rank of 

provincial capital of a Wilaya; its dissociation from the province of Damascus 

is a geographical and political turning point in the history of this capital. It 

was only after this declaration that Beirut started benefiting from the Tanzimat 

Reforms. Declared in 1839, the latter reforms marked a turning point in the 

organization of the cities of the Ottoman Empire, transforming the urban 

layout in line with the Western modern urban planning: Reform and 

Westernization have been two policies adopted in the urban development of 

the city. This entailed an “urban management38” (Hanssen, 1998:44) consisting 

of a series of laws and regulations. In the late nineteenth century, the 

Ottomans needed to re-invent their image with respect to the Western regime 

powers. This “new concept of Ottomanisn39” reflected in many ways: of which 

re-inventing official music, national flag and architectural masterpieces were 

signs of this Ottoman strive for modernity. Since Sultan Abdul Hamid II came 

to power in 1876, he had a vision of Westernizing some of the cities to the 

image of the European model (Figure 2.15 and 2.16). His reign constituted the 

umbrella for the urban developments of the late 19th century which Beirut 

underwent until it became part of the French mandate.. As previously 

mentioned, the unofficial French presence had an impact on the changing 

mode of life at this late Ottoman period. 

                                                           
38 Hanssen (1998:44) describes it in the framework of the Ottoman cities: “In the Tanzimat 
cities, urban management, involved laws and regulations, their enforcement, and the 
establishment of municipal, commercial, and health councils…..It also stands in contrast to the 
term “urban planning” of Hausmannian dimensions, which conjures up images of external 
impositions on the urban fabric and local society”. 
39 Ibid. 38, p.46: “As such the management of urban space engendered not just physical 
changes in the built environment, but also filled urban space and time with new socio-political 
meaning”. 
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Urban transformations followed deep changing pattern in the infrastructure 

development and the port enlargement. Several internal and external factors 

led to the development of Beirut as a leading seaport on the Eastern 

Mediterranean in the Nineteenth Century. First of all, the industrial 

revolution and its effect on maritime transport was a new turning point with 

the introduction of iron steamships driven by screw propellers in the 1840s 

and 1850s. Secondly, works for Port enlargement started in 1890 under the 

supervision of French engineer Henri Garreta. The expansion of trade 

between the Middle East and Europe, mainly France and Venise, required the 

growth of a seaport on the eastern Mediterranean40. The third factor lies in the 

fact that Beirutis played a smart role in positioning themselves economically 

between a prosperous European Trade within the political framework of 

Beirut proclaimed Wilâya41 (Hanssen, 2005:86). Beirut was progressively 

integrated in the new circuits of World economy.  

Due to the infrastructure development, silk trade was intensified between 

1860 to 1880; at that time Europeans invested massively in the silk economy in 

mountains-Lebanon. Between 1860 and 1876 urbanization followed three axes 

upon the completion of three roads: first, the road to Tripoli42 along Derb el 

Kebir or Derb el Nahr later to be known as Gouraud street, the second is the 

road to Damascus, currently known as Damascus Road, and the road to 

Saida43, along Bashura Road and actually known as Basta Road. Roads 

                                                           
40  Refer to chapter IV for further elaboration on the factors leading to the development of 
Beirut as a Port-City. 
41 (Hanssen, 2005:86): “Beirut owed its success to two factors: the shift from a “merchant 
republic” to a port-city and provincial capital on the one hand, and to the acute sense of 
political geography of its intermediary bourgeoisie and foreign residents and their intimate 
contacts in Istanbul on the other”. 
42  Tripoli is a main coastal city Northern of Beirut.  
43  Saida is a main coastal city South of Beirut. 
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construction will be followed by the inauguration of five lines of tramway in 

1907 for the occasion of Sultan Abdül Hamid II birthday44 (Figure 2.14). 

 
Figure 2.14: Map showing the fine tramway lines inaugurated in 1907 – Source : map 
of Beirut 1919 

By 1900 as well, the railway link to Damascus and Beirut was accomplished. 

Beirut became the main outlet for Damascus and the Arab hinterland gained 

the rivalry among inter-urban port-cities, basically the cities of Tripoli and 

Haifa. Toward the end of the nineteenth century, the city, ‘Fin de Siecle Beirut’ 

                                                           
44 (Hanssen, 2005:101): “Five lines were opened. One connected the pine forest, through the 
quarters of Bashura, Ras al-Naba_ past the military hospital and Khan Fakhrı Bey. Another ran 
from the lighthouse in Ras Beirut to the port. A third offered a fast way around the old city 
centre by running along the traces of the old city walls towards distant Furn al-Shubbak. The 
fourth line ran from behind the Petit Serail through the old town to the former Bab Idriss and 
linked up there to the third line. The fifth line passed from Sahat al-Burj through the wealthy 
Christian quarters of Mudawwar and Rumayl to Beirut River in the east”. 
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(Hanssen, 2005), knew its golden age. Socially, this prosperity was 

accentuated by the continuous flow of Western comers to town in order to 

follow up on their commerce, and the establishment of numerous embassies 

in the city. The population number was rising as well, and the number of 

foreign residents grew considerably during the 1890’s, most noted the growth 

of the French colony. The fast modernization of Beirut along with the fast 

growth of population changed the reading of the everyday practice: 

“The everyday life in Beirut was beginning to be shaped by its 

modern infrastructural investment”45. 

Urbanizing the two Sahls46  
With the advent of the new political environment, and the development of life 

outside the city walls starting 1840’s, Sahl al-Sour (Figure 2.19) and Sahl Burj-el-

Kashef (Figure 2.22) underwent successive major physical and functional 

transformation attempts. Public buildings were intentionally built on the large 

plain of extramural Sahl or Sahla to mark the territorial presence of Ottoman 

authority in the provincial capitals. In this respect Hanssen even notes an 

interesting parallelism of this fact to the Sahat-al-Marja in Damascus (Hanssen, 

2005:241). In the case of Beirut, the Emperial authority tried intentionally to 

control the life of both extramural Sahl urbanizing them, and transforming 

them from Sahl or Sahla into Squares. As early as 1882, the construction of the 

Petit Serail 1882-84 in Sahat al-Hamidiyeh as the seat of the Wilayet was a first 

act of political appropriation of the square. In 1884 the public garden was 

inaugurated and called Saht al-Hamidiyeh after the reigning Sultan Abdül 

Hamid II, and was better known as al-Menchiyeh 47.  

                                                           
45  Hanssen J., 2005, p. 104. 
46  For the toponymy of the urban form of Sahl refer to the Glossary of Arabic terminology of 
urban forms in the Appendix I. 
47  Refer to Chapter III for elaboration on Martyr Square case study. 
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Sahl al-Sur was smaller in size (Figure 2.19), a triangular shaped square 

functioning as a marketplace with popular coffee places targeting basically the 

working class. A parallel attempt to transforming it into a public park similar 

to the case of Saht al-Hamidiyeh (or al-Menchiyeh48, Ref. Figure A.5, in Appendix I) 

dates back to 1869, when the municipality bought the popular shops to tear 

them down. In the following couple of decades, the governor carried on with 

the idea of Public Park and decided in 1892 to build a public building 

surrounded by a leisure park. The building was never completed, to be torn 

down completely ending the series of attempts of turning it into a public park. 

The last attempt for appropriation of Sahat al-Sur was planned within the 

series of celebration events commemorating Sultan Abdül Hamid II’s jubilee 

(Figures 2.25, 2.26 and 2.27), as J. Hanssen put it in these terms: 

The celebrations commemorating Abdulhamid II’s jubilee on 1 September 

1900 brought Sahat al-Sur into the limelight of imperial, regional, and 

municipal affairs. To the sound of military music and under flying imperial 

banners, an 8 metre tall, white marble fountain was unveiled in the square’s 

centre49. 

The result was the setting of a marble fountain known as the Hamidiyian 

Fountain (Figure 2.18), a mere symbol of this Ottoman period when all 

attempts of appropriation remained unachieved: 

Compared to Sahat al-Burj, the organic development of Sahat al-Sur resisted 

the regulatory forces of the Ottoman and French colonial authorities and ‘has 

guarded its curious triangular form which seems to have persistently 

disturbed urbanists50. 

                                                           
48  For the toponymy of the urban form of Menchiyeh refer to the Glossary of Arabic 
terminology of urban forms in the Appendix I. 
49  Hanssen J., 2005, p. 259. 
50   Ibid. 49, pp. 258-259. 
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Another factor laid behind the morphological changes of the two extramural 

open sandy spaces is the introduction of Western forms of public spaces. The 

urban planning and introduction of new geometries was obvious in Sahat al-

Hamidiyeh and less successful in Sahat al-Sur. This Westernization is illustrated 

by May Davie as follow:  

L’urbanisme s’occidentalise et devient planifié, adoptant la géométrie et le 

zonage comme philosophie. En conséquence, l’aspect de la ville se transforme 

de manière radicale51. 

During this late Ottoman era, other types of Public Spaces developed outside 

the City’s centre, which fall outside the geographical scope of this research but 

worth mentioning as part of changing the aspect of the city: Sanayeh garden, 

Pine Forest and the Rustom Pasha Garden in addition to the seashore 

promenade52 leading to the Ras-Beirut lighthouse (Figure 2.17).  

‘Ottomanization’ (Hanssen, 2005:243) of extramural public spaces in Beirut 

resulted not only in a physical transformation within a certain political 

environment, but impregnated them with new social meaning. This coincided 

with times of changing social way of living in Beirut, partially brought up by 

the new economic development, and the increasing opening due to the 

openness to the Syrian hinterland and the Mediterranean trade through the 

seaport. Already new practices in the city are introduced: the woman go out 

more often to public spaces for leisure purposes other than going out to the 

Souq and Hammam, a new category of users, “les flâneurs” (Figures 2.23 and 

2.24) starts flowing towards the new squares and even frequenting the cafés 

which were exclusively a male destination. These practices will be further 

animated by the new infrastructure. With the advent of the Tramway in 1907, 

                                                           
51  Davie, May, 2007, p. 285.  
52  Refer to chapter IV for further elaboration on the seashore promenade. 
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the two Squares will become the main traffic centers for the city (Hanssen, 

2005); the urbanization of these two squares is related to the layout of Beirut-

Damascus road (Ref. Figure 4.6, Chap. IV). Sahat al-Hamidiyeh will become 

major destination square from the mountain to Beirut along the Beirut-

Damascus road, as the author describes the panorama from the Petit Serail:  

On top of the red-tiled roof of its three-floor building, a central crest displayed 

local time to the leisurely flâneurs and to the newly arrived from the 

mountain as the Beirut–Damascus road led directly onto the square53. 

The Sahat inside the city wall will persist as part of the old Souq fabric; little if 

no literature tackles their existence and functioning during this late Ottoman 

period. The Souq kept functioning even after the erosion of the walls, with the 

network of Sahat within their fabric; however they were falling into 

insalubrious and non-hygienic condition which will lead to the decision of the 

demolition of the southern part. This decision of demolishing parts of the Souq 

has been taken effectively under Ottoman rule since 1894 for the purpose of 

widening the streets inside the old city and improving the circulation from 

Sahat al-Sur to the seaside and the port.  

In sum, Sahat al-Hamidiyeh became the showpiece of the late Ottoman period 

and transcended the local character to become a destination square equally 

accessible for the local users, the foreign travelers and the increasing numbers 

of French comers. Sahat al-Sur embodied a local character where the local 

social class flowed and encountered in the coffee houses to discuss the daily 

events and exchange the news. This inter-change of the news used to take 

place in the nearby public bath named hammam Zahrat Surriya, where people 

used to exchange the news from outside to inside the city walls. 

  

                                                           
53  Ibid. 49, pp. 258-259. 
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Public Life in Sahat al-Hamidiyeh – (Two perspectives from same 

standpoint) 

 
Figure 2.23: 1898 to 1928 (unprecise date): anonymous photographer – F. Debbas 
collection 

 
Figure 2.24: ca. 1900: Flâneurs on Sahat al-Burj in front of Café Kozzaz - Collection 
W. D. Lemke 
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Public Life in Sahat al-Sur: Late Ottoman period transformation 

 

Figure 2.25: ca. 1901: Hamidiyeh fountain in the centre of the square 
(anonymous photographer) – F. Debbas collection 

 
Figure 2.26: 1885-1910: anonymous photographer – F. Debbas collection 

 
Figure 2.27: 1901-20 : Le marché de la Fontaine (les Halles) – Photog.: M. Corm  



1912 Map, Ottoman Period Beirut 

  
Figure 2.15: Map Wagner and Debes 1911-12 Figure 2.16: Superposition on original map done by author N. Hindi 



 
 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.17: 1901-1920, Photographer Michel Corm – Seaside 

Promenade -  F. Debbas collection 

Figure 2.20: Period from 1901 to 1920:  Photographer Sarrafian –  

Ottoman jetty promenade (port) -   F. Debbas collection 

 

 

Figure 2.18: 1885-1910, Hamidiyan fountain  

Anonymous photographer - F. Debbas collection 

Figure 2.21: Exact date: 21.01.1908 - Khan Antoun Beh square  

 F. Debbas collection 

 

 

Figure 2.19: ca. 1880, Sahl-Assour  -  Anonymous Photographer   Late Ottoman period Beirut, based on 1912 map   Figure 2.22: 1920's, Place des Canons -  Anonymous Photographer 
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THE MEDITERRANEAN MODEL: FRENSH MANDATE BEIRUT 
(1920-1943)  

The Political background and urban characteristics  

With the French entering officially to Lebanon, they proclaimed the State of 

Greater Lebanon on the 1st of September 1920, Beirut being its capital. Beirut 

role shifted from being provincial capital of a Wilaya part of the Ottoman 

Empire, to being Capital of a Republic country with newly defined borders, 

under the French Mandate. The French were very enthusiastic to modernize 

the city of Beirut, their prime image in the Levant “Vitrine de la France au 

Levant” and “Centre de rayonnement de la culture Française”. This strategy since 

1918 before officially announcing the state of Lebanon in 1920, as per the 

Lebanese sociologist Samir Khalaf (Khalaf, 2006:76), was described as follow:  

“Spurred by the civilizing mission entrusted to it by the League of Nations, 

France was keen to put into effect notions of urban planning and spatial 

management they had applied in other of their protectorates in North Africa”.  

During the French Mandate period, two urban master plans are born: “Plan 

Danger” in 1932 (Ref. Encadré 1, Chap. III) and “Plan Ecochard” in 1942. 

Despite the fact that the two plans have not been fully implemented, however 

there was an obvious Colonial will to continue the westernization started at 

the late Ottoman rule and to modernize the City, this latter becoming an 

urgent factor for cultural and strategic reasons.  Three concepts laid in the 

essence of the proposed master plans: Hygiene, Circulation and Aesthetics, and 

formed the basis for the urban intervention, in whichever was applied from 

the two Master plans. Progressively, the colonial city of Beirut becomes a 

Westernized model, following the French urban norms, mostly explicit with 

the planning of Place de l’Etoile at the image of the Haussmanian Parisian 
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Square. The early French Mandate was characterized with more continuity 

than rupture with the previous order. It continued the unachieved policy 

started by the Ottomans of opening axis towards the port. The urbanization 

and organization of the port sector had been already initiated during the late 

Ottoman period, and changed its image with the installation of administrative 

buildings with new functions54. Finally the opening to the seaport and the 

improvement of the hinterland and its relation to Damascus in Syria were 

main priorities at this time “des percées larges et droites sont ouvertes à travers le 

tissu tortueux ancient. Le port est étendu et le centre-ville remodelé» ( Davie, May, 

1994:8). The sector of the port was made accessible by creating larger openings 

across the urban fabric in the direction of the sea. The second phase of 

urbanizing the city center affected the sector known as the Etoile sector 

(Figures 2.28 and 2.29). In term of discontinuity with the Ottoman period, the 

French Mandate will impose a new order by planning Place de l’Etoile at the 

heart of the old small fabric, and destroying parts of the old Souqs. It will 

impose itself in contrast to the previous order by occupying the public 

functions previously occupied by the Ottomans and changing their role. 

 

Morphology of Public Spaces 

Within the city centre, three public spaces were characteristic of the French 

Mandate period. Both Sahat al-Hamidiyeh and Sahat al-Sur persisted as squares 

from the late Ottoman period. On the other hand, a new square is planned, 

Place de l’Etoile, which will be the main image of the French period. Along the 

waterfront, the informal seaside promenade becomes “Avenue des Français” 

(Figure 2.30). The two squares of Sahat al-Hamidiyeh (Figure 2.34) and Sahat al-

                                                           
54  Refer to Chapter IV for elaboration. 
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Sur (Figure 2.35) persisted as spaces from the late Ottoman period and 

developed with the advent of the French Mandate. The French government 

occupied Le Petit Serail at the Sahat al-Hamidiyeh background, previously 

occupied by the Ottoman power, in an attempt of controlling the square 

which was becoming a protest ground for popular manifestations: 

« Le Mandat crée progressivement une nouvelle centralité. Occupant la 

gendarmerie et le Petit Sérail, l’ancien siège de la Municipalité, le pouvoir 

français domine la Place Hamidiyyeh et redéfinit son rôle social, mettant un 

terme à cet espace d’expression, devenu point de rassemblement des 

populations soulevées, alliées du régime arabe puis ralliant la révolte des 

Druzes, les émeutes de Tripoli et les grèves de Damas 55». 

The second square, Sahat al-Sur persisted in its form and function until the 

French built les Halles in the middle of the square, which functions as a market 

place. Following Danger plan of 1933 for the Etoile area, a new planned square, 

Place de l’Etoile is the characteristic product of this Mandate period (Figure 

2.32). As its name suggest, Place de l’Etoile is a planned star-shaped place at the 

heart of Bayrout al-Qadima. It was founded based on two premises: 

Functionalism and Aesthetics. The design superimposed its geometric branches 

on the old ottoman urban fabric, facing a harsh resistance from the Christian 

authorities. Consequently, two of the branches generated from the star are 

discontinued and were never implemented due to the existence of two 

churches; the resulting new Rue Maarad is a major implemented street leading 

to the seashore with the extension known as Rue Allenby. Place de l’Etoile 

replaced the old Arab Souqs which were in insalubrious condition on the 

pretext of ‘Hygiene’ reasons and the increasing circulation problems, and were 

                                                           
55 Davie, May, 1994, p. 8. 
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entirely demolished at the Southern sector of the old city; their destruction 

was already delayed and launched again in 1915. The only remainders of the 

Souq are the Ottoman ones, relatively newer than the older Souq on the 

Northern sector of the Old City. The newly opened Place de l’Etoile square 

functioned as a vehicular roundabout and allowed an easier access for cars. 

The port area and the waterfront served more than an economical function 

and started functioning as a leisure space destination (Figure 2.31 and 2.33). 

The seaside walkway was already existent as a promenade destination 

reaching to the first lighthouse in Ras Beirut constructed in 1862. As the 

French arrived they widened the avenue and continued the Ottoman idea of 

embellishment of this promenade, to be named Avenue des Français56.  

 

Public life and other dimensions of Public Spaces 
During the French Mandate period, public and open spaces were not anymore 

the product of daily life; they became the outcome of a planned urbanism. The 

“lived” place conceded to the “planned” place. The Haussmanian master plan 

imported during Mandate period is an approach from a different cultural 

background and once conceived to be applied in the context of Beirut they 

resulted in a radical rupture with the previous conditions of existence and 

production of space. In this respect Samir Khalaf observes the following: 

To this day, the truncated Etoile – three, after all of the eight wedges or 

avenues of the star could not be incorporated in the plan – is a compelling 

reminder of the Mandate powers to impose Haussmannian grand design on 

Beirut57. 

                                                           
56  Refer to Chapter IV for elaboration. 
57  Khalaf, S., 2006, p.82.  
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The newly designed Place de l’Etoile changed not only the urban fabric but also 

replaced the network of Souq which intertwined with the Sahat58, where 

economic activity and social mix happened in the same place. The new design 

remained at the formal level; it broke definitely with the previous space 

practice and failed to introduce a new practice which engaged the public. The 

formal and functional imposition on the urban fabric came to change the 

practices of the old spaces as they have been known in Bayrout al-Qadima and 

resulted in changing finally the structure of the city. Marlène Ghorayeb 

describes this change in the following words : 

C’est l’urbanisme qui dirige la production de l’urbain puis qu’il n’est plus 

question de laisser la ville s’auto-produire. La ville devient un objet réfléchi 

dans son ensemble par des spécialistes, sur laquelle vont s’appliquer des 

théories qui reflètent non seulement des valeurs esthétiques ou hygiénistes, 

mais un projet de société véhiculé à travers – et sous prétexte de – 

l’organisation de l’espace59. 

The new Place de l’Etoile did not create another kind of social place (Figure 

2.39); on the contrary, it came to embody the image of the government with 

the construction of the Parliament building completed in 1933, the democratic 

product of this French rule for the newly born Republic system. Despite the 

fact that the square has been used for some times as a circulatory square for 

cars, this did not change its image which remained related to the 

governmental role. The national institution of the Parliament came to 

implement the new space and it was designed according to a new ‘Levantine’ 

architecture characteristic of this French period. Observed from another 

perspective, Place de l’Etoile helped insure more visual and physical control for 

                                                           
58  Refer to Chapter V for elaboration on this idea. 
59  Ghorayeb, M., 1994, pp. 327-339. 
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the Mandate police over the heart of the old city, characterized previously by 

a dense urban fabric. This sense of control and security, was implemented by 

the strategic installation of barracks around the city, the installation of the 

political power at the Petit Serail overlooking Sahat al-Hamidiyeh, and at the 

Grand Serail situated on top of the hill. The first signs of the control of Public 

and open spaces started by the end of the nineteenth century. The presence of 

Corps de Garde and police control started at the late Ottoman period and 

continued during the French mandate. This policy of control never ceased to 

exist during the Independence and even post-war times. The operation of 

Place de l’Etoile transcends the scale of the establishment of a square in the old 

city; this square imposed on the old fabric disrupted the coherent order of the 

Souq network gradually, resulting in migrating vendors and old Souq to the 

newer Souq sector further north of the city. A gradual gentrification of the 

poorer social strata was leaving way to another population appropriating the 

center.  

A new practice of spaces characterized as well the space of the seaside 

promenade, the Avenue des Français60. At first it was an elite destination for the 

prominent families of the city. It became the space of leisure and ‘flânerie’ (C. 

Delpal, 1999), as users started practicing the space differently from the public 

spaces inside the city. This seaside promenade will transform as the city will 

grow gradually by infilling water and gaining land along the seashore.  

To sum on Public Spaces of this period, the French Mandate period was 

unable to reconcile the practice of the old Sahat and failed to incorporate them 

into the planned urbanism leading to complete disappearance of all traces of 

                                                           
60 Refer to Chapter IV for further elaboration on seaside promenade and development of 
Avenue des Français. 
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them. Bayrout al-Qadima lost most of its internal Sahat, spaces of conviviality 

and exchange based on economic activity. With the introduction of master 

planning to the city, the network of the Sahat lost their inherited medieval 

urban order structured along economic activity of the Souq; they dissolved 

and disappeared completely. The only forms of public spaces that persisted 

and survived during this period are the Sahl and Maydan, originally open 

spaces which underwent urbanization over time, and the seaside promenade 

by the waterfront.  



1936 Map, French Mandate Period Beirut 

  
Figure 2.28:  1936 Beirut 
Source: The Hebrew University of Jerusalem and the Jewish National and University Library 
 

Figure 2.29: Superposition on original map done by author N. Hindi 

 



 

 

 

 

Figure 2.30: Promenade along Waterfront-  Anonymous 

Photographer 

Figure 2.33: 1920-1940, Ottoman jetty and port 

Photographer Sarrafian - F. Debbas Collection 

  

Figure 2.31: 2.6.1933,Quai de gare -A Scavo Janto- F. Debbas 

Collection 

Figure 2.34: 1940’s, Martyr’s Square  - Anonymous photographer  

  

 

Figure 2.32: Place de l’Etoile - F. Debbas Collection   French Mandate Period Beirut, based on 1936 map 

   

Figure 2.35: Exact date 20-04-1925 : Fontaine les halles-anonymous 

photographer (Debbas Collection) 
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BEIRUT DURING THE INDEPENDENCE (1943-1975) 

Urban policy under a new Political era 
Lebanon gained its independence in November 22, 1943 and the French left 

the country in 1946. Lebanon became an independent state, and set the solid 

foundation for equality among all citizens, according to the National Pact set 

among Christians and Muslim groups.  In the same year of 1945, Lebanon 

became a member of the Arab League a member in the United Nations. 

Regarding the urban policy, the transition from the French Mandate urban 

policy to the Independence era took place without major rupture, yet without  

a main national urban proposals. The works on Place de l’Etoile were achieved 

in line of the previous monumental and embellishment French objective 

(Figure 2.36 and 2.37). Probably the last of the proposals related to issue of 

Monumentality similar to Place de l’Etoile was the proposal by the French 

architect R. Delahalle in 1934 (Ref. Encadré 2, Chap. III) aiming at creating quite 

a monumental staircase leading to the sea, tying monumentally Martyr 

Square and thus the heart of the city to the seaside. It is worth mentioning this 

late French Mandate urban proposal for all what it carries of aesthetics and 

monumentality characteristics of European cities of the previous century. The 

proposal was never realized, but there were no equivalent to it during this 

Independence period. The urban development projects that will follow 

starting 1958 will be at national scale, following the mini-civil war at this same 

year. Special concern was given to the development of main infrastructure 

works, and the intervention in some insalubrious zones in the city center, 

getting bigger as per population growth. Le Conseil exécutive des grands projets 

de la ville de Beyrouth (CEGPVB) was created in 1963 for the execution of 

projects in the capital that will gather later on enthusiastic Lebanese architects 
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and planners with visions to modernize Beirut at the model and image of 

modern cities of the sixties. This Independence period was promising for 

urban developments, though little care was given for the public spaces.  

Unfortunately the political instability of the region was affecting Lebanon 

intermittently following a rhythmic crescendo, until the eruption of the civil 

war in 1975. 

Public Spaces of the Independence  
The pressuring car congestion problem gained the priorities among other 

urban considerations like aesthetics, and the main focus was directed to 

dealing with widening the roads and attempting to resolve the increasing 

parking need. In this regard, le Petit Serail was torn down in 1950 and part of 

its footprint served as a bus station for Martyr Square (previously Sahat al-

Hamidiyeh) (Figure 2.40). In this respect, under the CEGPVB’s umbrella, 

Lebanese planners were coming with new urban ideas that dealt with the two 

squares of the city Martyr Square and Riad al-Solh Square (previously known as 

Sahat al-Sur) (Figure 2.41), governed in some aspect by increasing speculations 

on real estate. The proposed plans by CEGPVB which never come to 

realization, for the sectors of both squares expressed modern international 

idea of the city (Verdeil 2009): clearing off some free open space in favor of 

high buildings, as high as 33 floors. M. Ecochard engaged for coordination on 

this project observed the following: 

“Il a semblé que la réunion de ces deux places [celle des Martyrs et celle de 

Riad al-Solh, limitrophe de Ghalghoul] pouvait alors créer un ensemble qui, 

par sa dimension et sa noblesse, deviendrait tout naturellement le centre de la 

capitale internationale de la Méditerranée qui s’appelle Beyrouth61». 

                                                           
61   Ecochard quoted in Verdeil, 2009, pp. 211-212. 
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In brief, apart from changing the name of Sahat al-Sur to become Riad al-Solh 

Square62 in 1951, no major changes took place in the public spaces of the 

previous period. The latter square never ceased to be a popular destination for 

the working class and a converging circulation point with its odd triangular 

shape. The Hamidiyan fountain, last traces of attempts of Ottomanization of 

the Square was moved in 1957 to Sanayeh Garden, and replaced by the 

sculpted statue of the assassinated prime minister Riad el-Solh in 1957, a 

masterpiece by the Italian sculptor Marino Mazzacurati.  

As far as the seaside promenade is concerned, the last segment of the 

Corniche63 (Figure A.6, in Appendix I) was executed as planned by Ecochard64 

Plan, as early as 1971-72, as extension of the Avenue des Français (Figure 2.38). 

However this created continuity of the promenade spanning from the heart of 

the city and continuing along its western direction, had a very short life span. 

Soon the war will break out and the West side of the city will be disconnected 

from its East side; the fighters will first occupy the city center targeting as well 

the hotels district along the waterfront (Figure 2.43), as a favorable snipers 

location, especially in the upper levels of the newly constructed hotels of the 

district, being taller and higher in level (Figure 2.44). They will separate the 

Corniche from the centre and the north-east side of the city, Avenue des Français 

becoming itself part of the war territory and cut off from the rest of the city 

since then.  

                                                           
62  It will carry the name of the first prime minister in July 17, 1951. Riad al-Solh was a major 
figure of the Independence period; he was assassinated during a visit to Jordan in 1951. 
63  For the toponymy of the urban form of Corniche refer to the Glossary of Arabic 
terminology of urban forms in the Appendix I. 
64  Christine Delpal (2001 :76), explains the concept of Ecochard along the seashore : « le plan 
Ecochard qui prévoyait l’aménagement de la Corniche en espace de circulation dans une 
boucle qui ceinture la ville municipe en prolongeant la « Corniche Mazraa » et la « Corniche Al 
Nahr » est exécuté ici dans son dernier tronçon. Il supprime le privilège d’accès à la mer 
conservé aux habitations de Aïn Mreïssé » 



Independence Period 

  
Figure 2.36: 1955 Beirut – Source: Army services 
 
 

Figure 2.37: Superposition on original map done by author N. Hindi 

 



  

 

 

 

Figure 2.38: 1961: Waterfront and hotels sector; Hotel Phoenicia 

hotel under construction - Anonymous Photographer   

Figure 2.40: 1950-56: Martyr Square – Source: album Gulbenk -3-

Anonymous photographer  

 
 

Figure 2.39: 1950-56, Place de l’Etoile- Anonymous Photographer   

F. Debbas Collection 

  Independence Period Beirut, based on 1955 map   Figure 2.41: 1950-56: Assour Square - Anonymous photographer - F. 

Debbas Collection 
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BEIRUT: THE WARSCENE (1975-1991) 

As per previous note on the civil war, the city center was the main war 

theater: it was progressively voided, stolen and destructed. The centrality of 

the city was burst into pieces: Martyr Square, the main public space of the city 

became the departing ground for the Green demarcation line (Figure 2.45 and 

2.46); a life-less voided square haunted only by the ghosts of war. The civil 

war was marked by a territorial devastation of public spaces, appropriated by 

the militias groups who took control of civic life. Fear from the “other”, 

withdrawing into religious communities and thus failure to communicate and 

meet characterized normally these times of war abolishing all kind of public 

life in public spaces, even outside the city centre (Figure 2.42). 

The Corniche is the only form of public space which persisted during wartime, 

outside the city centre boundaries. Created at different times of the city 

history, the space of the Corniche was reinforced during war and played the 

role of a breathing space for its users as described (Delpal, C. 1999:76):: 

« Sa nouvelle jonction à la ville, du fait à la fois de sa proximité et de son 

éloignement des combats, l’ont redéfinie en espace majeur de sortie pour les 

habitants de Beyrouth-Ouest. » 

By its being a linear passage space of passage and not a space of gathering, the 

Corniche succeded in remaining a promenade without constituting a political 

threat of any kind. 

This phase will mark the annihilation of any form of life in the city centre 

public spaces, leading to their death as public spaces. Their appropriation by 

new users, meaning militias groups delineates a new territoriality over fifteen 

years; new geographies are drawn, new borders and a brutal and violent form 

of life will take over it during the long years of the civil war.   



 

 

Figure 2.42: Civil War Beirut, based on map 1960’s (army services) 

Graphic additions by author N. Hindi 

 

Figure 2.43: December 15, 1975: Smoke rises from the Holiday Inn in  

Beirut on December 15, 1975, the year the country's civil war began.  

Source: AP (Associated Press) 

Figure 2.45: Martyr Square during civil war - Unknown source 

  

Figure 2.46:  Martyr Square showing militia tanks in its middle   

Retrieved from: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=u8h43fp-

XLs (consulted November 2014) 

Figure 2.44: December 15, 1975: Holiday Inn set on fire– Unknown source   
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BEIRUT DURING THE RECONSTRUCTION (1994-2024) 

The civil war ended in 1991. It was not long until a reconstruction master plan 

was conceived and agreed upon by Solidere, the company in charge of the 

post-war reconstruction process. Effectively the reconstruction process started 

as early as 1994 (Figure 2.47). The discourse on the newly conceived public 

spaces, whether constructed or in the process of construction, is not in the 

scope of this research. The following sub-chapter will tackle a brief overview 

on what are the public spaces conceived in the framework of the post-war 

reconstruction master plan.  

The destruction and appropriation by the militia groups targeted the public 

spaces physically and socially. Those public spaces remained in the mind of 

the Lebanese frozen-in-time, in the form of images of a golden period of life 

and a peaceful coexistence, with the common dream of living these spaces the 

way they did before the war. Unfortunately, it is these same frozen images 

which will be impregnated with images of blood and segregation as well. At 

this phase of reconstruction, public spaces should be considered from the 

perspective and approach of Solidere, or at least considering their strategy as a 

point of departure (Figure 2.48).  

As this chapter followed a historical methodology to contextualize and 

display the public spaces in Beirut, it will be logical to display the strategy of 

the public spaces’ reconstruction in the form of continuities, discontinuities 

and newly designed, vis-à-vis the past. In this respect, public spaces can be 

considered as two categories. The first category tackling the public spaces 

which were existent before civil war period, basically Martyr Square, Place de 

l’Etoile and Riad al-Solh Square inside the city, and the Avenue des Français along 

the waterfront. Another category of public spaces, are the ones conceived and 
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designed in the framework of the new master plan. These public spaces are 

referred to by Solidere as being Open Spaces. Unlike the old public spaces, the 

post-war new open spaces emerge from different design criteria and 

parameters. The design of new public spaces seek to project different life 

images, for a city conceived to play a different global role in the region, at 

times where GCC cities65 are rising and defining their roles at quick pace. It is 

worth mentioning as well that the real estate interests overrule in the scale of 

the reconstruction priorities. A major observation prevails about the newly 

designed public or open spaces is about their failure in attracting users or a 

considerable public in a continuous permanent mode. Public spaces in the city 

centre remain lifeless and devoid of any public in the war aftermath till this 

date, except when consumption takes over, like shopping and retails or 

organized temporary events. 

The main public spaces which existed in the pre-war scene were basically 

Martyr Square, Place de l’Etoile and Riad al-Solh Square. The latter two squares 

were rehabilitated following the pre-war initial morphology and function. The 

Place de l’Etoile sector itself constituted the first phase of reconstruction process 

(Figure 2.49), and was rehabilitated as of the pre-war state, as it still embodies 

the governmental and administrative centre of the city and the parliamentary 

siege. The rehabilitation of Riad al-Solh Square remained also loyal to its 

historic awkward triangular form; the sculpture of prime minister ‘Riad al-

Solh’ is restored and brought back to its previous location on the square, 

carrying half of the bullets that hit it during the war (Figure 2.51). However 

the new square, though rehabilitated in the same form with the same sculptor, 

                                                           
65 (GCC) stands for Gulf Cooperation Council; it comprises countries like Bahrain, Kuwait, 
Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates. GCC cities, basically Dubai (UAE) 
and other cities are witnessing a rapid urbanization and increasing role in the area.  
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is new, clean and lost its popular character. The encroaching functions which 

once made this square a popular exchange space, like the famous Ottoman 

hammam and later on the post office building, have disappeared to give place 

to some impersonal retails which keep on changing tenants and functions. 

Having at one side a big unconstructed space and on another side the 

headquarter of the new UN-ESCWA building66, the square itself remains 

empty, devoid of any kind of public, except for occasional protests’ sit-in. Two 

of the roads leading to this square are closed for car access most of the time 

due to safety measures for the UN-ESCWA and the adjacent governmental 

buildings.  

It remains that Martyr Square, the main square of the city, the once vibrant 

heart and centre, is not yet reconstructed, except for the Martyrs sculptor 

reinstalled in its previous pre-war location (Figure 2.50). It remains so far a big 

void awaiting its turn in the pipeline of the reconstruction. Avenue des Français 

as a space will be resuscitated by means of a series of four projects on the 

traces of the Avenue along the old pre-war shoreline, which changed with the 

new infill land gained on waterside. 

 

 

  

                                                           
66  UN-ESCWA stands for the United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Western 
Asia, headquartered in Beirut. It is one of the five regional commissions under the 
administrative direction of the United Nations Economic and Social Council. 



 
 

 

 

 

Figure 2.48: Between 2000 and 2010: Aerial view for the new 

waterfront – Unknown source 

Figure 2.50: Circa 1994: martyr Square – Unknown source  

 

 

 

Figure 2.49: Late 1990’s: Place de l’Etoile after conservation 

Unknown source 

  Figure 2.47: Solidere reconstruction Master Plan 

   

Figure 2.51: 1990’s Riad el Solh Square - Unknown source 
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CHAPTER III  
MARTYR SQUARE: 
RECOMPOSING SPACE AND 
MEMORY  

 

“In the conscious act of forgetting, one cannot but 
remember.” 

Friedrich Nietzsche 
 

  



87 | O N  T H E  M A K I N G  O F  P U B L I C  S P A C E S  I N  B E I R U T  
 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

On memory and history of Martyr Square 
Why Martyr Square? 
Re-composing Space and Memory of Martyr Square 

Introduction 
The genesis: a crossroad and a collective space  

A maydan till early 1860’s 
Urbanizing the maydan 

The sahl, 1860’S onwards 
From sahl to sahat 

1876 onwards  
An elite garden 
The emergence of nationalism 

‘Cosmopolitanism’ and Internationalization 
Then…a mutilation, a no-man’s land 

‘Ma`abir’ and ‘hawajiz’ 
The square of the past in the future 

The project of the future 
The square in the present 

Conclusions  
 

 

 

 

  



88 | O N  T H E  M A K I N G  O F  P U B L I C  S P A C E S  I N  B E I R U T  
 

ON MEMORY AND HISTORY OF MARTYR SQUARE 

Why Martyr square? 

Martyr Square is the oldest public space which persisted in the urban fabric 

throughout the urban history of the city, as it appears in the early know 

cadastral maps of 1841 and as depicted in the early texts of the travelogues to 

the Levant area. As a matter of fact, it is the only public space to survive the 

successive administrative and political conditions which Beirut assumed 

across its history.  

More than just being a public space, Martyr Square is the oldest urban 

component in Beirut, a witness of the city’s urban history and a vital urban 

repository of collective memory that goes beyond the physical limits of the 

square itself. Unfolding its urban history serves a bi-fold objective; it will shed 

light on the factors of its persistence as an urban form which accumulated 

symbolic significance at different instances of its history, and will unravel the 

reasons of the square’s capacity to adapt to the city’s growth and keeps its 

centrality.  

Re-composing space and memory of Martyr square 

The urban history of Martyr Square will help in studying its multiple 

dimensions in a parallel mode: the individual and collective social practices in 

a parallel way to the different functions the square assumed with its 

transforming morphology and administrative and political role. The question 

of memory arises today as an urgent theme in the aftermath of civil war and 

the post-war reconstruction strategy. The civil war main playground was the 

old city centre resulting in massive destruction of the physical components for 

the space of the Square. On the other hand, the square was bombarded 

symbolically in the mind of Lebanese and its memory as a public space as 
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they lived it and interacted with it, in their daily life of the pre-civil war years 

of sixties and seventies. The painful events of the civil war lasted as long as 

fifteen years and impregnated the Lebanese with a strong sense of nostalgia 

for the pre-war golden years. The square as they once knew it and lived it, 

was suspended in time and its space frozen. On the other hand, this square for 

them is haunted with the poignant remembrance of bloody and destructive 

war images. In the aftermath of the civil war, Martyr Square carries equally 

memories of the 70’s golden period and the regrets of a civil war. With the 

dawn of peace era in the early 1990’s, the scenery of the war was tragic 

enough, but all the physical components of the Square stood still and muted 

from heavy shelling. It was not until the bulldozers of the reconstruction time 

that all the affected structures and traces of the Square and its physical 

boundaries were razed down, turning it into a big void that would last more 

than twenty years since 1994 till nowadays.  

During the reconstruction excavations some archeological remnants dating 

back to the Iron Age and other different periods were discovered and 

conserved on site. The unraveling of different phases of a far past history and 

the complete voiding of the Square of its imminent past elements would open 

the debate on the re-composition of Space and Memory in the broad sense, 

between a far past and a more imminent one. The emergence of the discourse 

on Memory is common in post-war traumas and urban destruction in the 

twentieth century. Memory approached from the perspective of history falls 

within the reconstruction guidelines67: 

This approach to history as trauma, I would suggest, does not help much to 

understand the political layers of memory discourse in our time, although it 

                                                           
67  Refer to the Introduction  
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may well represent one of its major articulations. At the same time, 

explorations of memory in our world cannot do without the notion of 

historical trauma. The focus on trauma is legitimate where nations or groups 

of people are trying to come to terms with a history of violence suffered or 

violence perpetrated.68  

In the conscious will of reconstructing the Memory of the city, History 

imposes itself as an inescapable research ground for the reconciliation of the 

future Martyr Square with its context, aiming at a moral reconciliation and a 

physical integration. However History as archeology is a vast repository of 

information and meaning, palimpsests of different periods, significantly 

distinct and far from each other in time. Findings are being unraveled without 

a full framing of their social and cultural context. Recent literature tackled 

discourses on memory, remembrance and forgetfulness especially in post-

traumatic places from different perspectives. In this respect, Huyssen brings 

the attention to the social and political frameworks: 

…But neither Wordsworth nor Proust was compelled to think about memory 

and forgetting as social and political issues of global proportions, as we are 

today. If the Romantics thought that memory bound us in some deep sense to 

times past, with melancholia being one of its liminal manifestations, then 

today we rather think of memory as a mode of re presentation and as 

belonging ever more to the present.69 

Whereas history seen from the archeological lens is vague and lacks 

sequential coherence, urban history presents itself as a possible research track 

to be explored throughout this chapter.  

 

                                                           
68  Huyssen, A. 2003. Present Pasts, Urban Palimpsests and the Politics of Memory, p.9 
69  Ibid. 68, p.3 
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INTRODUCTION  

Martyr Square is a complex urban space which transcends the limits of its 

urban morphology and embodies a relatively big space in the context of Beirut 

city centre. Its existence is traced back in history to medieval times until 

nowadays, even when it stands today like a big void in the city fabric. The 

square was capable to adapt to the changing urban dynamics resulting from 

the development of territorial modes of transportation and was equally able to 

adapt to the different successive political climates which sought control over 

it. However, Martyr Square created an identity of its own across its history 

and succeeded in keeping it. The study of its urban history de-composed 

along multiple dimensions will shed lights on its different aspects, as will help 

track the persistence and discontinuity of the different studied dimensions. 

The four dimensions that underlie the study of this space: the morphological, 

the functional, the social and the political will constitute the components for 

de-composing and understanding the continuities and discontinuities in the 

transformation of the space. This chapter will study the urban form and 

morphology, the urban practice, space, function and toponymy across the 

urban history of the space. It is the outcome of the intertwinement of urban 

forms and morphology with social practices, the changing functional uses, all 

intersected with the political and administrative dimension. The study of the 

urban morphological dimension includes the intersection of the land 

transportation dynamics, particularly the Beirut-Damascus connection, with 

the territorial changes. This encompass as well the subsequent changing 

relation of the city to the Lebanese and Syrian hinterland (Lebanese 

mountains and Damascus), in light of the successive political climate and 

administrative changes.  
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THE GENESIS: A CROSSROAD AND A COLLECTIVE SPACE  

A maydan till early 1860’s 
While the Sahat inside the City walls were organized along a trade based 

network of the daily commercial activities, and were named eventually after 

the traded goods (Qamh for wheat, Samaq for fish, Khoubz for bread etc…), the 

early existent urban form of the actual Martyr Square was located just at the 

outskirts of the city old walls. Being a ground of bigger dimensions and 

proportions, of undefined loose boundaries, incapable of functioning like the 

public spaces or Sahat, it housed loose and various functions and assumed a 

trade activity of different scale and type. This chapter will unfold a 

parallelism between the urban form and space practice. The genesis of Martyr 

Square is first identified in literary texts on history and urban history by 

travelogues to the Levant since the 1830’s (Poujoulat and Michaud, 1831-32; 

Renan and Berthelot, 1847-92; Poujoulat, 1864; De Vogüé, 1876) and by 

contemporary authors (Jidejian, 1973; Davie, 1996; Debbas, 1997; Khalaf, 2006; 

Sakis, 2006; Rayess, 2011), as well as in the early paintings and engravings 

depicting the space. Other authors (Thompson, 2000 and Herrero, 2012) 

tackled specific aspects of the square as this will be unfolded in this chapter.  

As we will see in this chapter, the early urban form of this square allowed for 

military parades and training, ceremonial occasions, display and trade of 

animals, parking spot for horse carriages and caravans. It appears in a 

medieval painting (Figure 3.2) as an urban form with meadows, a loose 

ground of undefined boundaries, featuring transient and diverse groups of 

people, and the presence of carriage animals like camels, horses and mules. 

This loosely defined urban form consisting of a large territory at the fringe of 

the city walls embodies the capacity of incorporating several different 

activities, group of people and users at the same space. 



93 | O N  T H E  M A K I N G  O F  P U B L I C  S P A C E S  I N  B E I R U T  
 

Figure 3.1: Maydan and Sahl Al-Bourj; Map done by N. Hindi, based on 1841 map (Royal Engineers map of Beirut,1841)  

 

 
Figure 3.2: Drawing from an unknown artist, showing the square, 
during the 18th century. 
Source: Tueini and Sassine, 2000 
 

 

Timeline – Key Events:  
• Before 1772: Square known as “Maidan” - Southern part 

known as Al-Bourj Square following the name of “Bourj el 
Keshif” 

• 1772: Al-Bourj Square called “Place des Canons” 
 
 

• 1832-1840: Egyptian occupation of Beirut by Ibrahim Pasha 
He makes Beirut a regional administrative city and major 
seaport like Alexandria (Egypt) 

• 1830: Beirut starts getting outside its walls limits 
• 1840: Beirut capital of Wilayet of Saida 
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Among the various functions it assumed, the square was first identified as a 

space of military use. As early as 1632, Emir Fakhreddine II Maan70, built Burj 

al-Kashef at the South end of the space of the square and the whole area 

between his palace or actually his Saraya and the Burj 71, adding a strategic 

control character to the area. Another event of a military nature happened in 

1772, when the Russian army had unloaded quite a big piece of artillery in the 

middle of the square to destroy the city’s fortifications existing by the seaside, 

and it is believed that the Square carried the name of “Place des Canons”72 at 

once, following this event. However the Southern part of the Square kept on 

carrying the name of Burj. Sahat al Burj, Sahat Burj al-Kashef or simply Al-Burj 

was originally a name for the Southern part of the Square where the Burj was 

constructed. However, Al-Burj nomination persists till nowadays not only for 

this part of the Square but for the whole of it.  

In the early cadastral map of 1841, the square appears as a loose undefined 

open space located outside the city ramparts but nevertheless adjacent to the 

city. Based on this same map, May Davie (1996), describes the spatial layout of 

this loose terrain, extending along its East and South gate and extending 

alongside the Saraya of Emir Fakhreddine II Maan. The description depicts 

various functions taking places all around the place, varying from military 

training and parades, to trade of animals and parking spot for the caravans 

                                                           
70  Since 1516, Sultan Selim I granted Emir Fakhredin I Maan a semi-autonomous reign in 
Lebanon. Emir Fakhredin II ruled over Mount Lebanon from 1599 till 1633, and had his palace 
built just at the outskirt of the city walls, next to ‘Bab al-Saraya’.  
71  For the words Emir, Saraya and Burj, refer to the Glossary of Arabic words in the 
Appendicx II.  
72 As per Nina Jidejian (1973), the square might have owned its name due to another 
coincidence: Another possibility that when “ Napoleon III, Emperor of France, sent French 
troops to Lebanon as a result if the civil war that had broken out, General de Beaufort 
d'Hautpoul camped with his artillery in 1861 in the center of Beirut. It was soon after called by 
the French-speaking inhabitants as "Place des Canons".  
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and even depicts privileged promenade places73. In this same 1841 map, the 

early urban form of Martyr Square appears as a crossroad between the road to 

Damascus, the road to Saida and the road to Tripoli (Figure 3.1). This early 

crossroad space will become the main loop of the city with the advent of the 

tramway and later the automobile era and public buses in the 60’s, which will 

transform it into the centre of the city. It was also a space where different 

anonymous groups of people, Bedouins and itinerants from different 

backgrounds co-existed and interacted in a big urban crossroad.  

As we will see more in what follows, there are several toponymic references to 

this space, though indisputably all refer to the same urban form and function. 

On one hand, Lebanese sociologist Khalaf (2006:170,179) and Hashim Sarkis 

and al. (2006:18), refers to the historic urban origin of this space as a Maydan 

(Maidan). On the other hand, May Davie (1996:6) refers to it as a collective 

space despite the fact that it has the same form and function as the Maidan; 

Davie clarifies in the footnotes of her article, that strangely no manuscript was 

found with this nomination of Maydan, “Dans l'ensemble des archives que nous 

avons consultées, le toponyme maydân (champs de manoeuvres militaires) n'est, 

curieusement, jamais appliqué à ce lieu”. Khalaf (2006) traces back many features 

of the development or transformation of the Square to the genesis of its urban 

                                                           
73 Davie, 1996. Bayroût al Qadîmat : une ville arabe et sa banlieue à la fin du XVIIIème siècle », 
p. 6: « Cotôyant tout naturellement le sérail, un espace réservé aux militaires se trouvait à 
l'Est de la muraille, occupant une partie de l'actuelle place des Martyrs. Il comprenait une 
caserne et des écuries. Le Sud de cette place, que la population désignait par Sahat al Bourj ou 
Place de la Tour, était un lieu de promenade privilégié. Il se prolongeait, à l'Est, à travers les 
jardins de Mazra`at al Sayfî, le long du chemin Jimmayzat, qui semble avoir été aussi un lieu 
de débauche. Entre Bâb al Sarâyâ et Bâb al Dabbâghah, se trouvait le terminus des caravanes. 
Et plus au Nord, respectant la direction des vents, étaient installés les ateliers des potiers et 
des tanneurs, et un peu plus loin le cimetière musulman d'al Mousalla. C'est 
vraisemblablement devant Bâb al Dirkah, au Sud, que se trouvait le marché au bétail tandis 
que l'espace devant Bâb Ya`qoûb servait de lieu de loisirs et même de terrain de jeux aux 
jeunes Beyrouthins. »  
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form as being a Maydan74, a common ground as its original name suggests. He 

lingers over its persistence in playing this role of Maydan while it reinvented 

itself through the different upcoming political periods, and despite its 

changing urban forms and toponymies. In his description of the square space, 

he highlights the genesis of the collective space in the following words: 

“…the first urban form from the Bourj assumed was ‘al Maidan’, one which 

prefigured some of the subsequent striking developments, particularly in its 

role as a collective common ground, a (public sphere) for itinerant and 

unanchored social groups75”.  

In this same concept of urban space as a common or open ground Khalaf goes 

again in his description of the square space: 

“Rather, it acted as an open ground that exacted a measure of collective 

attachment”76 

The early urban form of the square, the Maydan embodied a kind of open and 

collective space capable of gathering different itinerant groups of people at the 

same time, making their way through this space with a high level of 

spontaneity and freedom, different from the Sahat inside the city walls, yet 

keeping anonymity and neutrality of character. It is this “common ground 

(public sphere) for unanchored social groups77” as Khalaf observes, a kind of a 

collective space that persisted consistently as a characteristic to the Square 

despite the upcoming changing urban forms that the square will assume. 

Khalaf tackles the urban form of Maydan as both a Space and also an idea: 

“The idea of Maidan emerged as a result of human intervention directed not toward 

the addition of identity, events or character but rather toward keeping land free and 
                                                           
74  For the toponymy of the urban form of Maydan, refer to the Glossary of Arabic 
terminology of urban forms in the Appendix I 
75  Khalaf, 2006. Heart of Beirut: Reclaiming the Bourj, p.179. 
76 Ibid. 75, p. 179. 
77 Ibid. 75, p. 179. 
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indeterminate, and hence negotiable”78. Yet maybe by being so, the Maydan has 

had the capacity to play the role of a platform that will witness socio-political 

manifestation of different kinds, over different political changes, the latest of 

which took place following the assassination of prime minister Rafic Hariri in 

200579 (Figure 3.35). 

Whatever was the toponymy of Martyr Square in its early history, they refer 

to the same function and urban form at that time; however it remains 

necessary to attempt to research on this matter, given that the literature on 

public spaces, as previously mentioned is quite scarce in general. In my 

research in primary resources, I opted for the manuscripts of Oriental 

travelogues, who traveled extensively to the Levant starting 1810 and 1830’s 

onwards. These compiled manuscripts in the form of letters remain primary 

sources for this period. In the consulted manuscripts I found no toponymic 

reference to the square under the name of maydan80; though the square was 

not called a maydan but it had a similar function to this urban form. I would 

note at this stage that my findings on the toponymy of this space will not 

change its morphological identity neither its use, but will define the way 

people, travelogues, dwellers of the city and other users perceived and 

referred to this space. 

                                                           
78 Ibid. 75, p. 180 
79 Following the assassination of former prime minister Rafic Hariri on the 14th of February 
2005, the “Cedar Revolution” political and popular movement was created followed by a big 
peaceful manifestation on the 14th of January 2005 to demand an end to the Syrian military 
presence in Lebanon; the demonstrators reaching a one million citizen in Martyr’s Square and 
all roads leading to it.  
80 Though the term Maydan appears in some texts designating territories far outside the city, 
one of which is what became the actual location of Beirut’s Hippodrome.   
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On the other hand, May Davie tackles the practice of the space of the square 

as a common ground for collective use in its reference to “lieux communs81” and 

“usage collectif 82”. Davie tackles the issue of collective space and collective use 

seen from an urban perspective as related to a large scale territory or land that 

can encompass different urban activities and groups of people at once. In this 

respect she refers to the two collective spaces outside the city walls “Sahl Burj 

al-Kashif” and “Sahl Assour” as being transitional or threshold spaces between 

the intra-muros city and the exterior world: 

Ces deux zones extérieures s'expliquaient en terme de besoins de la ville; elles 

montraient aussi que la ligne de démarcation entre le monde bâti et le dehors 

n'était pas une coupure nette mais qu'elle s'affirmait de manière graduelle83.  

Whether it was called Sahl Burj al-Kashef or Place des Canons, at that early time 

of its history, the space of the square referred to the same space and urban 

form, a crossroad between the main coastal cities of Beirut, Saida (Sidon at 

that time) and Tripoli, and between Beirut and Damascus, as well as a 

collective space encompassing different functions at once. 

  

                                                           
81 Davie, 1996. Bayroût al Qadîmat : une ville arabe et sa banlieue à la fin du XVIIIème siècle », 
p. 5; refers to this concept of collective space in the following  description: « Les lieux 
communs, champs d'entraînement des janissaires, tours de garde, lieux d'arrêt des caravanes, 
marchés aux bêtes, jardins et lieux publics, cimetières, occupaient les abords immédiats des 
murailles»  
82  Ibid. 81, p. 5 « Ces équipements à usage collectif étaient installés là par commodité, en 
raison de la nuisance qu'ils provoquaient et l'espace qu'ils réclamaient à l'intérieur. Ils 
occupaient des terres domaniales et parfois des terres paroissiales -- s'agissant des lieux de 
culte ou des cimetières. »  
83  Ibid. 81, p. 5. 
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URBANIZING THE MAYDAN 

The sahl, 1860’s onwards 

As early as 1860, the space of the square was still used for military purposes, 

before it starts getting rid of this function in the upcoming couple of years. It 

was still designated as a wide land, where military parades84 camping sites 

and training happened. The square was even referred to as space for 

promenade85 outside the old city borders. Starting the 1860’s, the morphology 

of loose ground undergoes quick urban transformations. Several events will 

transform the urban dynamics of the square space. These factors which led to 

transforming this space could be summarized under two major events. First of 

all, from a political perspective, the year of 1860 will be marked by the arrival 

of French troops to Beirut following the mini civil war in mount-Lebanon86, 

and their extensive presence and use of Martyr Square. Secondly, the 

construction of the new Beirut Damascus road is a major catalyst in changing 

the urban landscape of the space of the square. The consequences of these two 

major events will be changing the urban form and practices of the square, and 

will be paralleled with some urban characteristics like the complete 

destruction of the city walls in 1860.  

                                                           
84   The military use of the space has been tackled by May Davie in her description of the 
space, refer to footnote 15, in this same chapter. 
85   The description of the space as used for promenade was tackled by May Davie (1996) as 
well in the same context of her description of the maydân space. 
86 http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/578856/Syria/29918/Ottoman-rule-restored 
(consulted 13.04.2015) …In 1860 when a civil war of Druzes and Maronites in Lebanon 
touched off a massacre of Christians by Muslims in Damascus. The Ottoman government sent 
a special commissioner to punish the guilty and suppress disorder, and to firmly establish 
Istanbul’s authority. France sent an expeditionary force, and a European commission 
discussed the future of the country, coming to the conclusion that Lebanon (the mountain 
itself but not the coastal towns) should be an autonomous district (mutasarrifiyyah) but that 
no change should be made in Syria. 

http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/578856/Syria/29918/Ottoman-rule-restored
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The French arrival to Beirut engendered some changes in the space of the 

square, mostly a change in the urban practice and function, as well as a co-

existence in the display of political power between the French and the Turkish 

soldiers. In this respect, E. Renan and M. Berthelot refer to the use of this 

sandy space by the French troops, as a military camping site at times when the 

sickness cases of fever and dysentery devastated the army early upon their 

arrival to Beirut: 

En ceci, comme en toute chose, il y a des hauts et des bas. — Même en cette 

saison, la fièvre et la dysenterie font des ravages dans l'armée; mais seulement 

dans le camp placé sur le sable près de Beyrouth. — Rien n'interdirait ici les 

promenades à pied, si l'énorme quantité de pierres qui parsèment tout le pays 

ne les rendaient peu attrayantes. Les voyages à cheval sont charmants, bien 

qu'il n'existe en Syrie, rien qui ressemble à une route87.  

A painting by Godefroy-Durand (Figure 3.5), which I came across during my 

research, could be read in correlation with the above described camping site 

in the space of the square. The painting designates Beirut’s castle (left of the 

painting), which most probably is one of the two fortresses by the old port; 

there appears as well some ramparts of the city and minarets in the 

background.  

  

                                                           
87  Renan and Berthelot, Correspondance 1847-1892, LETTRE XXXIV – 30 Novembre 1860, 
p.206. Refer to this Letter enclosed in Appendix V. 

http://www.wordreference.com/enfr/dysentery
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Figure 3.3: Sahl Al-Bourj; Map done by N. Hindi, based on 1876 map (Julius Löytved,map of Beirut,1876) 

 

 
Figure 3.4: Northern part of the square, city ramparts showing in 
background - Photographer: Raoul de Saint-Seine – Source BNF 

 
Figure 3.5: Beirut castle camp during Druze-Maronite conflict.  
Created by Godefroy-Durand, published on L'Illustration, Journal 
Universel, Paris, 1860 
 
 
Timeline – Key Events: 

• 1859-1863: Beirut-Damascus Carriage Road completed. 
• 1860-1876: Three main roads achieved: Road to Damascus, 

Road to Saida, Road to Tripoli. 
 

• 1862: Al Bourj Square rid off its military function: leveled and 
transformed into a promenade and public holidays ground. 
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In a lapse of twenty five to thirty years, the landscape of the maydan occupied 

by animals, caravans and anonymous groups spread around it, will change 

considerably with the gradual settlement of nomadic and itinerant groups 

(Figure 3.4). The “maydan” has transformed into a sahl or sahla88 by that time. 

Despite it still fell under Ottoman rule, French travelogue B. Poujoulat (1861; 

270), describes in the following the square changing urban landscape with the 

arrival of the French troops, in his correspondences of 1860: 

J’ai prononcé tout à l’heure le nom de la place du Canon à Beyrouth. Depuis 

l’arrivée de nos troupes, cette place présente un curieux spectacle, un 

spectacle qui est comme le résumé de la physionomie nouvelle de la ville. La 

place du Canon, qui pourrait être facilement belle pour peu que Beyrouth 

cessât d’appartenir au Trucs, est située en dehors de la porte orientale de la 

cité arabe. Elle a trois cents mètres de long sur cent cinquante mètres de large. 

C’est la que stationnent les omnibus bariolés de rouge, de blanc, de jaune, qui 

mènent, tous les quarts d’heure, les promeneurs au camp de Pins.  

Certes, il n’y avait pas d’omnibus sur la place du Canon quand je la visitai, 

pour la première fois, il y a vingt trois ans. C’était a cette époque, un lieu 

solitaire, abandonné, sale, coupé par des sentiers effondrés89.  

The urban form of the Sahl or Sahla, or simply Place des Canons as the French 

travelogues mostly refer to it, was developing very quickly. This 

morphological transformation will be further completed with the completion 

of Beirut Damascus road as we will see in what follows. However it is 

important to note at this level that the transformation in the urban and social 

                                                           
88  For the toponymy of the urban form of Sahl /Sahla, refer to the Glossary of Arabic 
terminology of urban forms in the Appendix I. 
89  Poujoulat, 1864. La Vérité sur la Syrie et l'expédition française. Lettre XXVI, 1860, p. 270. 
Refer to this Letter enclosed in Appendix VI. 
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practice has been equally important at this period. Place des Canons developed 

quickly to a French environment, assuming a more Western mode of life, with 

a less nomadic character. New functions were taking place around the square 

with the installation of French cafés, restaurants, leisure activities and even 

nightlife to entertain the military men. B. Poujoulat further describes the 

square as follow: 

Tout est bien change en ce moment ! on y voit partout des restaurants, des 

cafés, des magasins ou des boutiques tenus par des Français. Vous y lisez des 

enseignes telles que celles-ci, sur la toile ou sur de grandes pièces de bois 

ornées de fleurs et de guirlandes :Restaurant français, lecture des journaux ; 

café militaire ; café du mont Liban; au rendez vous des Bons 

Enfants……………Bazar Oriental (remarquez qu’on y vend que des articles 

européens)90.  

The description of the space encompassing a promenade activity early on in 

its urban history appeared in the description of the space by May Davie 

(Davie, May, 1996:6). Prior to the contemporary work by Davie, the 

description of a promenade on the space of the square appeared in different 

descriptions in the travelogues manuscripts (Renan and Berthelot, 1860:206), 

referring also to café for different kind of users, transient traders and travelers 

awaiting their convoys schedule arriving or leaving to Damascus (Poujoulat, 

1861:271). The Sahl or Place des Canons will become a picturesque and lively 

environment, flourishing day and night, continues B. Poujoulat in the same 

letter: 

A la tombée de la nuit, des milliers de promeneurs de toutes les nations, de 

tous les costumes, circulent sur la place du Canon, tandis que les cafés 

                                                           
90  Ibid. 89, p. 271.  
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commencent à s’illuminer et que les voix des chanteurs et des chanteuses se 

font entendre. Tout cela est. curieux, pittoresque, animé91. 

Place de Canons was oddly witnessing the wind of change, a co-existence 

between French and Turkish soldiers in the same place; a smooth shift from 

the Turkish to the French control, supported by a European umbrella92, 

despite the presence of both entities: 

Tous les mardis et tous les dimanches, la musique militaire française fait 

entendre ses belles et mâles symphonies sur la place du Canon93. 

The square was able to accommodate for different groups of users, different 

practices and functions, and to contain different political entities at once 

(Poujoulat, 1861:272): 

Sur cette place du Canon, des soldats Français montent la garde avec leurs 

fusils brillants de propreté, en face de soldats turcs qui la montent aussi avec 

leurs fusils rouillés94.  

Parallel to the intervention of the French troops to Lebanon and their frequent 

presence at al-Burj Square, another major catalyst in the urbanization of the 

square was the planning of Beirut-Damascus carriage road that was initiated 

in 1859 and will be completed in 1863, owing its existence to the French 

Industry as well. It is at this southern part of the Square that the outline of 

Beirut-Damascus road will be traced and will further continue adjacent to the 

city walls, to reach the seaport95.  The paved caravan route strengthened the 

link between Beirut and its hinterland beyond the difficult topography of 

                                                           
91  Ibid. 89, p. 272. 
92  Op. Cit. footnote 91. 
93 Ibid. 89, p. 271. 
94 Ibid. 89, p. 272. 
95 For more information, refer to the figure 4.6 illustrating the Beirut-Damascus layout in 
chapter IV.  
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Mount Lebanon, and made possible the widening and paving of some other 

streets in Beirut96.  

With the advent of the new carriage road, as early as 1862, the military 

function which Place de Canons partially assumed till that date, dissolved 

completely. The maydan became a leveled Sahl, as its name in Arabic indicates 

it, transformed into a promenade and a ground for public festivals, holidays 

and celebrations (Romieux, 1860-61:47): 

La carte de 1861 signale clairement cette avancée urbaine vers la place al-

Bourj. Ayant été en grande partie débarrasse de sa fonction militaire, celle-ci 

est soigneusement nivelée, en 1862, pour être transformée en un lieu de 

promenade et de fêtes publiques97. 

This road changed the spatial dynamics of the city by shifting the connection 

to the port on the western tip of Ras al-Shamiyeh98, shortened the distance 

between Beirut and Damascus, and was as well the main reason in the 

urbanization of the two extra-mural Sahls (Romieux, 1861-61:47), Sahl Assour 

and Sahl al-Bourj99. The immediate surroundings of the square become 

occupied by settlements replacing the previous tents and nomadic 

settlements, as the cadastral map of 1876 clearly shows it (Figure 3.3). The 

correspondences of travelogues in the 1830’s, reveal that even before the 

development of Beirut-Damascus road and the enlargement of its port, Beirut 

                                                           
96  Khalaf, 2006. Heart of Beirut: Reclaiming the Bourj, p.178: “under Dawud Pasha (1861-68) 
the streets of Beirut were widened and macadamized to accommodate carriages of the 
French Damascus Road Company”. 
97  Robichon and al., 2010. Le Voyage d’Osmond Romieux au Levant: Beyrouth et le Mont 
Liban (1860-61), p. 47. 
98   Refer to the Chapter IV for more details. 
99  Ibid. 97, p. 47: « La conséquence immédiate de l’ouverture de cette route est que les places 
al-Bourj et as-Sour, qui étaient jusqu’alors des espace géographiquement marginaux, 
occupent maintenant une position centrale. Cette nouvelle rue engendre, hors les murs, la 
construction de bâtiments de rapport induisant a leur tour de nouvelles fonctions et forme de 
vie collective organisée». 

http://www.amazon.co.uk/Fran%C3%A7ois-Robichon/e/B004N78IL4/ref=dp_byline_cont_book_2
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was the entrepôt for Damascus. Silk constituted the main trade in the city100, 

while neighboring villages were filled with blackberry trees; already it is 

noted that caravans departed twice a week to Damascus from Place de Canons. 

The trip between the two major cites of Syria, Beirut and Damascus, would 

last thirty long hours on the old road (Poujoulat, 1831:Tome 6, 138) in the 

1830’s101, to be shortened to fourteen hours only with the completion of the 

new road in 1863 (De Vogüé, 1872:31-32). In his description of the space of 

Place de Canons102, Vte de Vogüé notes that the daily activity of the city was the 

arrival of carriages from Damascus “… C'était la diligence de Damas, dont 

l'arrivée est l'événement quotidien de Beyrouth », naturally the latter arrived to 

the main big square, i.e. the Place de Canons.  

  

                                                           
100 Michaud and Poujoulat, 1835. Correspondance d'Orient, 1830-1831, Tome 6, p. 125-126: 
«Il suffit de jeter les yeux sur les campagnes voisines, toutes couvertes de beaux mûriers, pour 
savoir que la soie doit former le principal commerce de cette ville. Une grande caravane 
chargée de marchandises part pour Damas deux fois par semaine».  
101  Ibid. 100, Tome 6, p. 138 : « La route de Beirout. à Damas va de l'ouest a l'est; c'est, un 
voyage de trente heures. Le territoire de Beirout, vu des hauteurs du Liban présente un beau 
spectacle. » 
102 De Vogüé, 1876. Syrie, Palestine, Mont Athos : Voyage au pays du passé. p. 31-32: « Tandis 
que nous quittions le café au milieu d'un nuage de fumée digne des dieux d'Homère, un bon 
coche jaune, comme ceux de notre enfance, avec un conducteur qui sonnait de la trompe, 
déboucha sur la place : c'était la diligence de Damas, dont l'arrivée est l'événement quotidien 
de Beyrouth. Grâce à l'industrie de quelques Français, une excellente route, la meilleure de 
l'empire sans contredit, relie les deux grands centres de la Syrie; de confortables diligences 
font en quatorze heures le trajet de Beyrouth à Damas».  
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FROM SAHL TO SAHAT 

1876 onwards  

While as we have previously seen, some travelogues referred to the Sahl with 

the specific name of “Place des Canons” or “Place du Canons” (Poujoulat, 

1860:270-271), others referred to it as “Place” or « la grande Place» (De Vogüé, 

1872:31): 

A la tombée de la nuit, nous allons nous asseoir devant un petit café sur 

la grande place de Beyrouth: de nombreux oisifs, gens du peuple, 

moukres, chameliers, marchands, attendent comme des statues, le narghilé 

tout chargé à la main, le coucher du soleil.103 

Recent literary works tackled Beirut during the late nineteenth century, 

notably the work of Hanssen (2005) and Khalaf (2006), researching on this 

transitional period of time between the late Ottoman period and the advent of 

WWI. Following the first urbanization of the Sahl, the late Ottoman period 

will witness more changes in the urban nature of this space of the square, and 

subsequently changes in its use, functioning and social practice. In a 

combined effort between the municipality and the private funds, Sahat al-Burj 

will transform into a garden commonly known as Menchiyeh or Muntazah. The 

governmental building of Petit Serail will be built in a first attempt to impose a 

political presence on this vast ground, followed by the inauguration of the 

square as Sahat al-Hamidiyeh104 (Figure 3.6). The second sub-chapter of this 

section will discuss the quick successive changing toponymies of the square 

following the changing political climate after WWI. 

  

                                                           
103 Ibid. 102, Letter 1872, p. 138.  
104 For the toponymy of the urban form of Sahat, refer to the Glossary of Arabic terminology 
of urban forms in the Appendix I. 
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An elite garden 

Several reasons or factors lie behind the development of the square, starting 

with the will of displaying a modernized aspect of this late Ottoman political 

period, to the construction of the Petit Serail in 1881 as the seat of the Wilayet, 

and the strategic will to open it as a visual corridor between the city and the 

port, as M. Stoecklin, consulting engineer of port extension in 1863 mentioned, 

as per Khalaf’s quote: 

“It is not enough to build quays; these need to have convenient access to the 

city centre…but a more radical solution is possible: the extension of martyr’s 

Square over its full lengths all the way to the waterfront105” 

As soon as Ibrahim Fakhri Bey became president of the municipality in 1878, 

private funds were collected from the notables for the development of Sahat 

al-Burj into a garden. The space encompassed a music kiosk, a nice fountain in 

the middle of an oval-shaped landscaped garden, lined with different kind of 

trees. Transforming the square into a garden was on top of his priorities, it 

was commonly known as Menchiyeh or Muntazah (Figure 3.7) and became an 

elite destination for the notables of the city (Hanssen, 2005:256). Efforts were 

made for the collection of private funds by urging the private contributors to 

make Sahat al-Burj ‘as beautiful as the Azbakiyya Park in Cairo’106.  

On the other hand, the construction of the Petit Serail in 1881 in the middle of 

the space, aimed at establishing a definite political authority in the Square. In 

this respect, Hanssen describes this transformation of the urban landscape 

under the umbrella of modernizing the city from Sahla (open plain) to Sahat 

(square): 

                                                           
105  Khalaf, 2006. Heart of Beirut: Reclaiming the Bourj, p. 182. 
106  Lisan-al-Hal (1 May 1879), quoted from Hanssen (2005:256). 
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“The construction of the Petit Serail was the main trigger of municipal 

development plans for Sahat al-Burj. Subsequent landscape design 

transformed the field (al-sahla) into a modern space (al-saha) replete with 

trees, fences, and fashionable architectural features in Ottoman urban 

design107” 

The most criticized feature of the Menchiyeh is becoming shortly after its 

opening a garden enclosed within fences which entrance is restricted to a paid 

fee, to ‘shelter it from abuse and neglect’ (Khalaf, 2006:188). The Menchiyeh or 

Muntazah was also known as Sahat al-Hamidiyeh, inaugurated in 1884, after the 

name of actual reigning Sultan Abdul Hamid II. It developed very quickly 

into an urban hub and an intense multi-functional environment, (Khalaf, 

2006:188): 

“From then on, the Bourj began to evolve into an urban hub or loop which 

drew in and around it a variety of activities ranging from official state and 

municipal bureaucracies, travel terminal, hotels, locandas, sidewalk cafes to 

business and retail stores, popular souks, and other more seamy outlets such 

as brothels, bars, gambling joints and houses of assignation”. 

Socially, the Square became an elite destination, but it became equally the 

major large Square for the exhibition of authority as per the following words 

(Hanssen, 2005:257):   

“Large public squares or parks like Sahat al-Burj were targeted by the 

Ottoman authorities for rituals of state power as they provided political order 

despite a high degree of popular, urban mobilization”. 

  

                                                           
107  Hanssen, 2005. Fin de Siècle Beirut. The Making of an Ottoman Provincial Capital, p. 256. 
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Changing the use of the Square embodies in fact the first political 

appropriation of the Square from the governing authorities while controlling 

and regulating the engagement of the citizens in their public form of life 

(Figure 3.8 and 3.9). The once loose open boundaries Sahl accommodating 

people from different social classes and different ethnicities and identities, 

became a Sahat standing among predominantly governmental and 

administrative buildings: Petit Serail, Ottoman Bank before it moved to the 

waterfront, the Gaz company, Tobacco Régie, Beirut Tramway, Lebanese 

Tramway company and all the garages of the railway company (Hanssen, 

2005: 256).  

The will for planning the square was both a tribute for the Hamidian image of 

Sultan Abdul Hamid II108 and a display of late Ottoman westernization 

attempts109 for the strategic cities under their rule. Beirut, one of these 

Ottomanized models, became the “the jewel in the crown of the Padishah”, as 

German emperor Wilhem II called it in his visit of the in1898 (Hanssen, 2005: 

256).  

  

                                                           
108 http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/931/Abdulhamid-II (consulted 01.09.2014)  
Abdülhamid II, (born Sept. 21, 1842, Constantinople [now Istanbul, Turkey]—died Feb. 10, 
1918, Constantinople), Ottoman sultan from 1876 to 1909, under whose autocratic rule the 
reform movement of Tanzimat (Reorganization) reached its climax and who adopted a policy 
of pan Islamism in opposition to Western intervention in Ottoman affairs. 
109 Ibid. 107, p. 260: “Indeed, by the turn of the century, Sahat al-Burj had become the 
showpiece of Ottomanized Beirut, just as it was to become a symbol of French rule during the 
mandate period”. 

http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/931/Abdulhamid-II
http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/296962/Istanbul
http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/495327/reform
http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/582884/Tanzimat
http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/467341/policy
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Figure 3.6: Sahat al-Hamidiye; Map done by N. Hindi, based on 1908 map (Source IFPO,Beirut) 

 

 
Figure 3.7: 1898, Sahat al-Hamidiyeh - Source: oldbeirut.com  

 
Figure 3.8: 1905-1925, Café turc - Photographer: Bonfils 

 
Figure 3.9: anonymous photographer and year- Debbas Collection 

Timeline – Key Events: 
• 1883: Construction of the Petit Serail - Inauguration of Sahat 

al-Hamidiyeh, known also as Menchiyeh 
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The emergence of nationalism 

Around the advent of the first WWI, the Square was affected by the changing 

political dynamics with the Revolution of the Young Turk starting 1908110, and 

became the outburst place for political and public opinion protests. Since then, 

it started witnessing the emergence of demonstrations and manifestations of 

national and political nature. The fall of the Hamidian regime was paralleled 

by the rise of a sense of nationalism among the Arab provinces which were 

under the Ottoman rule: ‘Ottomanist, Turkish, Islamic, Arabist, Syrianist, and 

Lebanist ideas..’111 (Hanssen, 2005: 56) started to rise during this short span of 

time preceding WWI. This changing political atmosphere was reflected in 

successive changes of the toponymy of the square from Sahat al-Hamidiyeh to 

Hadiqat al-Huriyyah (meaning Freedom Garden) in 1908 (Figure 3.11), in support 

of the Young Turk revolution in Istanbul, then Sahat al-Ittihad after 1909 

(Figure 3.12) (meaning Union Square or actually as Place de l’Union as it appears 

in maps) (Figure 3.10). 

With the repercussions of WWI, the political wind of changes was hitting 

Lebanon and the region, and a clandestine Liberation movement had started 

to get rid of the Turkish dominion. From this point of history onwards, the 

Square or Sahat will shift from the platform reflecting external political events, 

to become an active platform on the National level for expressing common 

concerns and sufferings and facing common threats. It was not until 1915 and 

1916 that the square started carrying a name representative of the history of 

the State of Lebanon and witnessed the first political event to impact the 

                                                           
110 In July 1908, the Young Turk Revolution and the declaration of the Constitution of 
Costantinople, changed the political structure of the Empire destructing the political system 
of Abdul Hamid's regime, which lasted more than 35 years. 
111  For the first time and a brief moment, Beirut became the political centre of the Arab 
reform movement in 1912 that culminated in the First Arab Congress in Paris of 1913. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Young_Turk_Revolution
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National memory. The Sahat was peeling off its Colonial identity from Sahat 

al-Hamidiyeh into Sahat al-Shohada. The name of Sahat al-Shohada (meaning 

Martyr Square) was first given to the square when individuals belonging to 

independence movements including intellectuals, nationalists and journalists 

were executed between 1915 and 1916, under the orders of Jamal Pasha112. 

Following these events, the 6th May will be declared a national memorial day. 

In 1930, the memory of this day was marked by the unveiling on Martyr 

Square of a statue symbolizing national unity between Lebanese, featuring a 

Christian and a Muslim lady facing each other and holding the same urn113 

(Figure 3.19).  

Martyr Square history will be impregnated from now on with tragic 

martyrdom events, and will witness again the hanging of nationalists in 1926 

(Figure 3.20) at the hand of other colonial power. It will be in turn the platform 

of manifestations following the Independence of Greater Lebanon114 in 1943. 

Another Martyr’s Statue was inaugurated in 1960115 at Martyr Square 

replacing the previous statue (Figure 3.24). 

 

                                                           
112  Jamal Pasha nickname was al-Saffah meaning the blood shedder, or al-Jazzar meaning the 
slaughterer. 
113  This is the first memorial monument to the hanged martyrs, inaugurated in 1930; this is 
the first piece of national art in Lebanon by Yusuf Hoyek representing national unity; it will be 
disfigured by a mentally disturbed man in 1948 (?). Though resources mention this date, 
however the sculpture appears in some photographs of the early 50’s.  
114 After World War I and the fall of the Ottoman Empire, the League of Nations following the 
Sykes-Picot Agreement mandated the five provinces that make up present-day Lebanon to 
France. The French mandate over Syria and Lebanon lasted until 1943, when two 
independent countries emerged from the mandate period, Syria and Greater Lebanon. 
115  Martyrs’ statue is the masterpiece of sculptor Renato Marino Mazzacurati inaugurated in 
1960 in commemoration of Lebanese nationalists hanged by Ottomans during WWI. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/World_War_I
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ottoman_Empire
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/League_of_Nations
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sykes-Picot_Agreement
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/France
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Figure 3.10  Place de l’Union/Pl. de la Liberte; Map done by N. Hindi, based on 1912 map (Map Wagner and Debes, 1911-12) 

 

 
Figure 3.11: 13.05.1919 – Jardin de la Liberté; Anonymous photog. – 
Debbas Collection 

 
Figure 3.12: 20.05.1919 – Place de l’Union; Anonymous photog. – 
Debbas Collection 
 

* :    Tentative location of Cinemas as per Rayes (2011) description 
**:  1st Cinema in Beirut 
 

Timeline – Key Events: 
• 1908: Following the declaration of the Constitution at 

Constantinople, it was called , Hadiqat  al- Hurriya (Place de la 
Liberté) or Sahat al- Ittihad (Place de l'Union) for a short 
period 

• 1916: Turkish authorities publicly executed 21 Syrians and 
Lebanese in Damascus and Beirut - Place des canons renamed 
Martyr Square 
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‘COSMOPOLITANISM’ AND INTERNATIONALIZATION 

Having discussed how the square environment was getting affected by the 

changing political condition, this chapter will tackle the capacity of the square 

to embody a mutli-dimensional character, rising to become an international 

destination at some time of its history. Since the opening of the Beirut-

Damascus road, the square became increasingly a transit space, a meeting 

point and a destination for different purposes. As the square assumed new 

functions, new practices were brought into life in this urban context. It is 

undoubtedly that the link of the hinterland to Beirut has made the latter a 

destination for new users.  The space of the square accommodated 

harmoniously for different users at once (Figure 3.9), for ‘villagers’ naturally 

(Khalaf, 2006:177), ‘flâneurs’ (Hanssen, 2005: 197) and (Khalaf, 2006:178), as 

well as the ‘rooted conformist’ (Khalaf, 2006:178), and was punctuated by an 

increasing women use (Thompson, 2000:196). Being a transportation loop the 

space of the square was also a vibrant hub of functional mix and diversity 

encompassing hotels, locandas, banks, retails, transportation agencies, post 

office, governmental buildings and an increasing number of coffeehouses, 

open air-theaters followed by the establishment of cinemas.  

After the visit of the German emperor to Beirut in 1898, the ‘Foire-Exposition’ 

event of 1921116 (Figure 3.13) will set another milestone in boosting the 

‘cosmopolitan’ character of the Square (Khalaf, 2006:169). The idea of the event 

‘Foire-Exposition’ is a confirmation of political goodwill for the newly 

established Greater Lebanon, and trust between France and Lebanon117, the 

                                                           
116  Haut-commissariat de la République Française en Syrie et au Liban, 1922. Refer to the 
extract from “Foire-Exposition de Beyrouth, Avril-Mai 1921” enclosed in Appendix IV. 
117 For France, Lebanon is a protectorate, pronounced as an autonomous country in its actual 
boundaries, of which Beirut will be the capital and the ‘Vitrine du Levant’ for France. The 
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French being aware as well, that the region is traditionally based on trade. In 

the conferences documenting the decision of the exhibition, the idea is 

underlined as a celebration of sacrifices and a compensation for the support to 

General Gouraud, put forth in the following terms: 

Pour saisir ainsi le sens et la portée de cette publication, il faut évoquer la 

Foire-Exposition de Beyrouth qui apparaîtra désormais à tous ceux, Syriens, 

Libanais ou Français, qui ont travaillé aux côtés du général Gouraud dans les 

heures militantes de 1919, 1920 et 1921, comme une consécration de la Paix 

gagnée après tant de sacrifices118. 

La Foire-Exposition de Beyrouth 1921 n'a été qu'un prologue, car dans tous 

les domaines des actes s'accomplissent qui s'imposent. Mais le général 

Gouraud l'avait aperçu dès septembre 1920, elle a été plus, elle a donné 

confiance119. 

 
Figure 3.13 – Fairground Map: showing the ‘Foire-Exposition’, its location and 
indicating the transportation, roads, esplanades and even hotels (hotel Royal) 

                                                                                                                                                         
subsequent history will be a witness of the special relations between the two countries till 
current times. 
118 Haut-commissariat de la République Française en Syrie et au Liban, 1922. p. 2. 
119  Ibid. 118, p .4. 
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Source: Haut Commissariat et la République Française en Syrie et au Liban, 1922. 

 
Figure 3.14 above and Figure 3.15 below: le pavillon de l’état de Damas 
Source: Haut Commissariat et la République Française en Syrie et au Liban, 1922.  
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Further to the ‘cosmopolitan’ character of the square, the ‘Foire-Exposition’ event 

raised the Place des Canons to an international standard. The square exposed 

itself as the primary French colonial city of the Levant, reflecting the cultural 

image of the French presence in the area. At an international level, the square 

marked the importance of Beirut in the hierarchy of the colonial cities. At a 

national level, it proved itself once more as the main square in the heart of the 

city, exposing and representing the importance of the city by the construction 

of the Pavillon de l’état de Damas (Figures 3.14 and 3.15).  

At this stage of its history, some urban planning attempts were made to plan 

Sahat al-Shohada or commonly known Martyr Square as per the French 

urbanism trends. Unfortunately martyr square will never be able to open up 

to the sea despite the different visions and master plans which aimed at 

linking it to the sea. During the French Mandate in 1932 and 1934, two 

successive master plans envisioned by French planners, respectively Danger 

(Refer to Encadré 1) then Delahalle (Refer to Encadré 2), failed in implementing 

their plans and putting them ever into execution. Although neither Danger’s 

plan nor Delahalle’s master plan were implemented, the connection to the sea 

remained a potential objective for planners and a dream for decades to follow. 

This dream remains still unrealized till the date of writing this thesis; however 

it was given an opportunity to become real in the post-war Solidere’s master 

plan, which envisioned finally the axis of Martyr Square reaching the 

waterfront120 (Figure 3.29).   

 

 

                                                           
120   Refer to the Chapter IV for more details. 
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ENCADRÉ 1:  DANGER MASTER PLAN - 1932 

In 1933, Danger brothers presented their master plan based on three main 

principles : hygiene, circulation and zoning and finally the aesthetical aspect. 

They aimed the creation of three inter-regional axis (towards Damascus, 

Tripoli and Saïda), the planning of a peripheral belt around the city center, 

using zoning as a tool in the area of Masrtyr Square. Another important aspect 

of Danger Plan was the planning to open up Martyr Square towards the sea as 

a formal sea gateway, reaching into a wide wharf. Danger plan will not be 

implemented but it will be the first master plan to initiate the planning dream 

to open Martyr Square and extend it in the direction of the waterfront. 

 
Danger master plan – 1932 
Figures Source: Saliba (2004) 



120 | O N  T H E  M A K I N G  O F  P U B L I C  S P A C E S  I N  B E I R U T  
 

ENCADRÉ 2:  DELAHALLE MASTER PLAN - 1934 

De Lahalle master plan initiated in 1934 (controversial date if 1939) aimed at 

enlarging Martyr Square in the direction of the sea. With the objective of 

extending the Square, he proposed to destroy the Petit Serail (French 

Governmental building), and proposed a design for an extended square 

reaching the waterfront through a series of landscaped terraces cascading 

toward a designed wharf on the port. Though the Petit Serail was destructed 

in 1950 following Lebanon’s Independence, the master plan was never 

executed because the Regent Hotel and the Rivoli building were constructed 

at the same location of the Petit Serail in 1953.  

 

 

 

Master plan – 1934 
Figures Source: Saliba (2004) 

Upper and lower figure: the cascading 
terraces towards the wharf 
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Studying the ‘cosmopolitan’ aspect of Martyr Square cannot be complete 

without shedding light on its capacity to cater for different users and urban 

practices. The proliferation of its coffee places, open air theatres, theatres and 

cinemas brought a change to the way people lived the space, marked by the 

French presence on the square (Figure 3.16). I have discussed previously in 

this chapter that the entry of the French army to Beirut in 1860 led to 

Westernizing life and activities taking place in the square. The proliferation of 

cafés, entertainment night life activities developed very quickly along with the 

open-air theaters and cinemas, further enhanced by the role of the square as a 

transportation hub, and its spatial distance from the residential quarters 

(Figures 3.17 and 3.18). The ‘café-music-theater culture’ which catered for the 

‘traveling merchants and elite’ (Thompson, 2000:198), soon constituted a threat 

to the political power as the cinemas became permanent places on the Bourj 

square replacing the first informal forms of cinemas related to the informal 

street life121. By the early 1920’s, Beirut already had three or four cinemas122, 

the first of which is Cinéma Cosmographe (Rayes, 2011:24). As theaters and 

cinemas became a political threat to the French mandate following the show 

of a movie on the ‘Moroccan resistance to French occupation’ (Hanssen, 2005:201), 

the French mission undertook showing pro-French movies as a remedy for 

this anti-colonial social attitude. However on the other hand, by 1925 cinemas 

will become meeting place for political parties, like the Crystal Cinema which 

will become the meeting place for the nascent communist party (Thompson, 

2000:200).  

                                                           
121 Khalaf, 2006. “Reclaiming the Bourj” in Two Squares: Martyrs Square, Beirut and Sirkeci 
Square, Istanbul, p. 43: “Cinemas made their first appearance in traditional quarters, sharing 
makeshift tents with itinerant shadow-puppet shows. Others were temporarily located in the 
upper floors of cafes, merchant hostels, or locandas. As for other outlers of popular culture, it 
was the Bourj that became the first permanent space for movie houses”. 
122  Ibid. 121, p. 43. 
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Figure 3.16: Martyr Square; Map done by N. Hindi, based on 1936 map (Hebrew University of Jerusalem, 1936,Beirut) 

 

 
Figure 3.17: 1923 - Anonymous photographer – Unknown source 

 
Figure 3.18: 6.1.1936-Martyr square - Photographer A Scavo Janto 

Figure 3.19: 1935-40-
monuments des Martyrs -
anonymous photographer - 
Debbas Collection 
[Key event: 1930: 1st memorial 
to the hanged martyrs 
unveiled on Martyr Square (by 
Yussef Hoyek)] 
 
Figure 3.20: 1926: anonymous 
photographer - Debbas 
Collection  
 
[Key event: 1926: hanging 
three people on Martyr 
Square] 
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Cinemas didn’t stop developing around the square, culminating the role of 

the Square as a political, social and meeting ground, and will complement the 

social panorama of street life happening in the cafes and restaurants all 

around the square. In the 1930’s they were becoming popular destinations, as 

students marched in protest in 1931 (Thompson, 2000:200) claiming a decrease 

in movie tickets’ process. Different forms of cinemas will proliferate during 

the years of 1950’s and 1960’s to the point where Beirut will become one of the 

movie capitals of the world in 1950’s (Khalaf 2006), and will host the first 

international film festival in the Arab world in 1971. This interesting 

developing network of cinemas (Figure 3.25) did not survive to the atrocities 

of war neither to the bulldozers of the post-war construction; the only 

remainder of which is the building known today as Virgin Megastore. 

Martyr Square kept on being a meeting ground for citizens, travelogues and 

foreigners alike. Its ability to adapt to different users, practices, functions and 

developing mobility facilities across its history, made it a cosmopolitan space 

since its genesis as a maydan area. It was equally capable to be the citizens’ 

common platform and to host international events like the exhibition of the 

year 1921. Martyr Square was the city’s vibrant heart where the movement 

and rhythm of the different transportation mobility intersect the life and 

animation of a diverse crowd of users (Figures 3.22 and 3.23). This depicts the 

life of Martyr Square until the eruption of the civil war, where only military 

tanks would occupy the Square and no voice would be heard other than the 

heavy bombardments of militias.  
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Figure 3.25: Cinemas on Martyr Square starting, in the years of 60’s.  
Source: Rayes, 2011, p. 13. 
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Figure 3.21: Martyr Square; Map done by N. Hindi, based on 1955 map (Lebanese Army Services, 1955 Beirut) 

 

 
Figure 3.22: Mid 1950’s  - Anonymous photog. – Debbas Collection 

 
Figure 3.23: 1970’s – Source: Telco Sport # P101 

 
Figure 3.24: Martyr Statue inaugurated in 1960 

 
Timeline – Key Events: 

• 1950: Petit Serail torn down and Martyr square enlarged 
• 1953: Cinema Rivoli constructed 
• 1960: Martyrs Statue by sculptor Renato Marino Mazzacurati 
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THEN…A MUTILATION, A NO-MAN’S LAND 

As the history of Martyr Square unfolds, it appears clearly as a main 

component of the city structure and a complex multi-faceted space. 

Unfortunately, it becomes logical to understand that targeting the heart of 

Beirut and turning it into the main battleground during the early years of 

Civil War which erupted in April 1975 was far more than a geographical 

strategy. It targeted splitting the heart of the city into two halves along the 

famous demarcation line which would pass through the square (Figure 3.26). 

The pumping heart of Beirut will be the main theater scene for the civil war 

and the witness for the atrocities of destruction and blood shedding during 

fifteen long years. Martyr Square, symbol of a civil war martyrdom, will 

become the last segment of the demarcation line which will split the city to 

East and West Beirut where only green shrubs will grow and give their name 

to the demarcation line, commonly known as the Green Line (Figure 3.28). The 

literature on the mental damage almost overcomes the description of the 

physical mutilation and the deep changes in the urban dynamics. Literature 

describing the urban form that prevailed during wartime is mostly immersed 

with the distressed images of a civil war which lasted long and took different 

facets. I will try in the following to describe the nature of this urban 

morphology turned into a no-man’s land, the appropriation by the new brutal 

users and their imposed new practices. 

All forms of normal life will cease; no voice shall be heard higher than the 

shelling, no man will live in the space other than the militiamen and snipers. 

A first round of heavy shelling known as the two-year wars spanning 1975-76, 

will metamorphose or better said, mutilate Martyr Square both physically and 
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mentally123 (Nasr and Verdeil, 2008:1123). Only few days after the start of the 

clashes, armed men devastated and occupied the square, targeting central 

buildings like Cinema Rivoli, police stations and expanding westward in the 

direction of the Souqs. They were setting fire on some main targets in an 

intentional act of appropriating the space of the square and destroying its 

previous functional use.  

‘Ma`abir’ and ‘hawajiz’ 
The physical space was turned into a battleground, appropriated, voided, 

massively displacing both the occupants and the public124 (Nasr and Verdeil, 

2008: 1123), while mentally it became haunted by fear, mistrust and hatred. 

The space was turned into a No-Man’s land along the Green Line; it became a 

battleground which didn’t fall under the control of any of the fighting groups, 

but remained inaccessible for citizens throughout the years of the war. During 

the fifteen years of civil war, both urban form and users changed, even the 

toponymy of Martyr Square became more impregnated with the meaning of 

martyrdom, suffering and death. The new urban form, will be constituted of 

an uninhabited buffer area between the two parts of Beirut, where access 

points known as “ma`abir”(plural of ma’abar), and checkpoints known as 

“hawayiz” (Ruiz Herrero, 2012), (or hawajiz plural of hayez/ hajez) will govern 

the new mobility of the space125. Those access points, controlled by the 

                                                           
123  Nasr and Verdeil, “The Reconstructions of Beirut “in The City in the Islamic World, Salma 
K. Jayyusi and al., 2008. pp. 1116-1141: “The war hit the city hard. The damage was not only 
physical: the spatial organization of the population and the means of production were also 
transformed”. 
124  Ibid. 123, p.1123; “More typical of civil and urban wars, the population was affected by 
massive moves. Exodus from the provinces to the capital and cross-flows of refugees between 
different areas of the city radically altered the geographical distribution of populations. In 
1987, about 27% of the inhabitants were considered refugees, not including all those who had 
“freely” moved for safety reasons”. 
125 Ruiz Herrero (2012), differentiates between ‘ma`bar’ and ‘hayez’ in the following: Una 
puntualización previa se impone antes de abordar lo aquí expuesto, a saber, la diferencia 
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militiamen actually transcended their being physical barriers to become 

mental ones. In the case of Martyr Square, the closest access and checkpoint 

was the Port one, and was no different in role than the others along the Green 

Demarcation Line, commonly known as well as Khatt al-Tamass, meaning 

contact line in Arabic. This new urban form of fear, seclusion and separation 

will take over the centrality of the space; conviviality and social diversity 

which historically characterized the square will be replaced by the fear of 

physical “liquidation”126.  

 

  

                                                                                                                                                         
entre el ma`bar o punto de paso y el hayez o puesto de control. Por el primero se entiende, 
como ya sabemos, los pasos establecidos a diferentes alturas de las líneas de demarcación a 
través de los cuales se podía acceder a la zona Oeste desde la Este y viceversa… Por hayez se 
entendía una posición fija o móvil regentada por una organización determinada y establecida 
en un cruce o carretera con la función supuesta de controlar el acceso para evitar 
infiltraciones que supusieran un riesgo para la seguridad de la zona en cuestión.”  
126  Ruiz Herrero (2012) refers to the physical liquidation based on confessional difference “La 
fobia del hayez y el fantasma de la liquidación confesional”. 
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Figure 3.26: Martyr Square; Map done by N. Hindi, based on 1960’s map (Lebanese Army Services, 1964-68 Beirut) 

 

 
Figure 3.27: Photo by Gabriele Basilico. Domus 862 / Sept. 2003 

 
Figure 3.28: Martyr Square during the war. The statue in the background 
towards the right surrounded by wild shrubs. 
 
Timeline – Key Events: 

• 1975-76: Martyr Square becomes a battleground and a militia 
checkpoint 
The Green demarcation line (Khatt al-Tamass) will split Beirut 
into East and West 
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THE SQUARE OF THE PAST IN THE FUTURE 

In the aftermath of the post-war reconstruction, one of the initial proposals for 

reconstruction was based on a tabula rasa strategy. However the final 

reconstruction Master Plan by Solidere included the renovation of major 

districts and the preservation of their architectural character. Regarding 

Martyr Square, the surrounding of the square was razed down by the 

reconstruction bulldozers leaving the square as a big Void (Figure 3.34). As the 

surrounding buildings were torn down except for two surviving ones127, the 

space lost any sense of scale if it wasn’t for the renovated statue of Martyrs, 

renovated and re-placed in its pre-war location on the square. It was restored 

carrying the scars of the war128, the holes of the bullets and an amputated 

hand, as the only witness of the past at large (Figure 3.36). Despite all the 

destruction that affected the ground during the civil war (1975-1991) (Figure 

3.27) and the absence of use that marked it in the aftermath of the 

reconstruction starting 1994, the memory of the square and the nostalgia for 

the pre-war life never ceased. The memory of the square was unanimous 

among all the Lebanese, even when the square was totally devoid of its users 

and functions. In war and peace, Martyr square embodied more than a square 

for the Lebanese, it represented their central space, their common platform, 

their struggles and sacrifices for the national cause, even when all its physical 

traces were torn down to ground and erased and kept as an empty ground 

since the early 1990’s till this moment.  
                                                           
127 To the Western side of the square, the previous Cinema Opera will be saved to become 
the actual Virgin Megastore, and part of the building adjacent to it on the North Western 
corner of the square.  
128 “Martyrs' Statue returns to original site after 8-year absence”… Khairallah said that the 
marks were kept as a historical and social reminder for the future generations." Forty percent 
of the bullets were kept on purpose as a reminder of the war." In 
http://www.dailystar.com.lb/News/Lebanon-News/2004/Jul-16/4128-martyrs-statue-
returns-to-original-site-after-8-year-absence.ashx [consulted 05.01.2015] 

http://www.dailystar.com.lb/News/Lebanon-News/2004/Jul-16/4128-martyrs-statue-returns-to-original-site-after-8-year-absence.ashx
http://www.dailystar.com.lb/News/Lebanon-News/2004/Jul-16/4128-martyrs-statue-returns-to-original-site-after-8-year-absence.ashx
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Figure 3.29: Martyr Square future plan, Winnig design scheme (Noukakis Office) 

 

 
Figure 3.30: Winnig design scheme: 
http://noukakis.com/office/press/study/75_martyrs_square_and_the_grand_axis_of_beirut?l=en 
(Consulted 14.09.2014) 

 
Figure 3.31: Martyr Square’s grand axis 
http://www.solidere.com/city-center/urban-overview/districts-main-axes/martyrs-
square (Consulted 14.09.2014) 

 
 
Figure 3.32: the archeological excavations north of 
Martyr Square 
http://www.solidere.com/city-center/urban-
overview/districts-main-axes/martyrs-square (Consulted 
14.09.2014) 

Timeline – Key Events: 
• 2004: Solidere launched competition on Martyrs' Square grand axis 
• 2005: Martyrs square becomes essentially the site of the burial 

grounds of prime minister Rafic Hariri 

http://noukakis.com/office/press/study/75_martyrs_square_and_the_grand_axis_of_beirut?l=en
http://www.solidere.com/city-center/urban-overview/districts-main-axes/martyrs-square
http://www.solidere.com/city-center/urban-overview/districts-main-axes/martyrs-square
http://www.solidere.com/city-center/urban-overview/districts-main-axes/martyrs-square
http://www.solidere.com/city-center/urban-overview/districts-main-axes/martyrs-square
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The project of the future 
During the reconstruction process, archeological remains and remains 

pertaining to different periods were encountered and saved in the precincts of 

Martyr Square, below the Rivoli building which was torn down to extend 

Martyr Square all the way to the sea, a strategy which reminds of DeLahalle 

masterplan. The reconstruction scheme is at the risk of turning archeology 

(Figure 3.32) and all the archeological findings into an open air exhibition area, 

and thus to project a square of spectacle rather than finding a design to 

engage the public in the square. The initial reconstruction scheme remains 

general as it cannot foresee the appearance of archeological remains which 

takes place during the reconstruction process. During the excavation process, 

several archeological layers were unraveled, meaning several pasts made their 

appearance. Here arises the eternal question on the memory of the space, the 

significance and their relation to the past and history. At this stage, history 

reveals itself as a large repository of archeological remnants dating back to the 

Iron Age in the southern part of Martyr Square and reaching to the imminent 

past, embodied in the civil war and its remembrance.  

Many conflicting factors are at stake: Solidere’s objective of reconstructing 

Beirut under the slogan “Beirut: Ancient city of the future” with connotation to 

the importance of the past and history, the real estate considerations, and the 

most delicate issue of post-war national reconciliation. The imminent past of 

the civil war which ended up with the Taif Agreement129 reveals itself un-

reconciled when overlapped with another past, far, neutral and cold 

appearing in the form of archeological remains. The conflicting interests of the 

different stakes appear in the reconstruction planning of the square and its 

                                                           
129 Taif Agreement was done in the city of Taif in Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (KSA), between 
different Lebanese conflicting parties. It marked the end of the civil war and a new 
formulation of government authorities.  
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objectives, and the difficult balance between keeping the memory of the space 

and the construction of the physical reality. In this respect, Huyssen (2003) has 

tackled the complex relation between urban layers of history, “palimpsest of 

memory”, amnesia and the projections for the future: 

One of the most surprising cultural and political phenomena of recent years 

has been the emergence of memory as a key cultural and political concern in 

Western societies, a turning toward the past that stands in stark contrast to 

the privileging of the future so characteristic of earlier decades of twentieth-

century modernity130. 

Choosing between which past to commemorate and which past to thrown 

into oblivion, is a decision to be taken primarily and solely by the managing 

company of the reconstruction Solidere, who has been commissioned the 

reconstruction of Martyr Square, under an international competition launched 

in 2004, and which results were announced in 2005131. Solidere repeatedly 

refers to Martyr Square as a corridor, a major axis, the grand axis of Beirut and 

even as sectors (northern sector, mid sector and southern sector) which design 

is intermingled with the complex real estate parceling and the infiltration of 

construction decisions, like the incorporation of graveyard of assassinated 

prime minister Hariri and his companions adjacent to Martyr Square, and the 

construction of al-Amin mosque on the corner where previously used to be 

                                                           
130   Huyssen, 2003, p. 11. 
131 “The aim of the competition was the development of an urban concept capable of giving a 
new identity to these two historic elements, to engender a new regional profile for Beirut and 
to participate in the reunification of the city which, some fifteen years after the Lebanese war, 
is being rapidly reconstructed. Furthermore, in view of its future role as the hub of a network 
adapted to the new economy, globalisation and new information technologies the site was 
equipped with a hi-tech multimedia telecommunications infrastructure. Designs were required 
to offer the Lebanese the opportunity of integrating the city's archaeological and historic 
heritage through a new cultural dimension while simultaneously permitting a repositioning 
within a transterritorial network of global city functions.” Source: http://www.uia.archi/en/s-
informer/concours/8688 [consulted 01.05.2015] 

http://www.uia.archi/en/s-informer/concours/8688
http://www.uia.archi/en/s-informer/concours/8688
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the famous Kahwat al-Kozaz (Figure 3.9). In broad terms, Solidere refers to all 

public spaces as Open Spaces, designed and managed essentially as a category 

under “Solidere developments”132, on which the company capitalizes to 

improve the price of the real estate. The winner of the design competition is 

the Greek team Noukakis (Figures 3.29 and 3.30), envisioning the objective of 

integration and reconciliation as follow: 

The revelation of the common past can transform an axis of division and 

collision to an axis of reconciliation. Diachronic relation between east and 

west, coexistence and multiculturalism, collective memory and cultural 

continuity are integrated through spatial relations and symbolic 

formations133.  

The reconstruction of Martyr Square is on hold on for the moment, foreseen 

for the second phase of reconstruction (2005-2025).  Issues of remembering, 

remembrance, national and collective memory, significance and symbolism of 

a space, appear at this level under the economic umbrella of a real estate. 

Finally memories could be visible on the landscape depending on designer’s 

decision and selection. The interpretation of the past and the selection or 

filtration from a big package of past, which past, and how far to dig into the 

past and the memory, is often a lengthy process that ends up being done by a 

different generation, carrying all the possible distortions which happen over 

Time and Space changes.  Hashim Sarkis (2006) notes on amnesia of postwar 

and subsequent reconstruction decisions as follow: 

                                                           
132 “With green public spaces and pedestrian promenades covering 39 ha of land, Beirut City 
Center will contain half of the capital’s green areas. The public domain will consist of no less 
than 60 parks, gardens, squares, pedestrian areas, quaysides and seafront promenades, 
streets aligned with trees, shrubs and seasonal plants, all creating a pleasant and distinctive 
urban character”. Source: Solidere http://www.solidere.com/city-center/solidere-
developments/open-spaces [Consulted September 2014] 
133http://noukakis.com/office/press/study/75_martyrs_square_and_the_grand_axis_of_beir
ut?l=en  [Consulted 14.09.2014] 

http://www.solidere.com/city-center/solidere-developments/open-spaces
http://www.solidere.com/city-center/solidere-developments/open-spaces
http://noukakis.com/office/press/study/75_martyrs_square_and_the_grand_axis_of_beirut?l=en
http://noukakis.com/office/press/study/75_martyrs_square_and_the_grand_axis_of_beirut?l=en
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“The transition from destruction to construction has rarely been the 

responsibility of the same generation”134. 

He goes positively describing the eclecticism of choices in the reconstruction 

process in general in the following words:  

Amnesia, it turns out, allowed a playful mingling of multiple, competing 

histories. It also passed along the responsibility of recovery from a central 

authority to a diverse array of architects, decorators, and artisans135”. 

The square in the present 
The announcement of the winning competition team for the re-design of 

Martyr Square happened ironically following the assassination of the Prime 

Minister Hariri and the incidental occupation of the square in the aftermath of 

this event, by the coalition of the Cedars’ revolution. This latter coalition was 

made up of citizens from all around Lebanon and constituted spontaneously a 

liberation movement from the Syrian forces. On the 14th of March 2005, the 

public filled the actual void of the square and transformed it into a collective 

platform expressing their common grief for the assassination of Hariri and 

their collective protest against Syrian forces presence, which led subsequently 

to their immediate withdrawal (Figure 3.35). Martyr Square was 

spontaneously called Sahat Al-Hurriya, meaning Square of Freedom, and is 

sometimes referred to it under this name whenever a sit-in for political protest 

takes place in the square. The event of 2005 falls within the sequence of the 

political events which continue to take place in the square. It will mark the 

square at the heart of the city and impregnate it with significance despite its 

being a big urban void. 

 
                                                           
134 Sarkis, (edit.) 2006, Two Squares: Martyrs Square, Beirut and Sirkeci Square, Istanbul, p. 
16.  
135 Ibid. 134, p. 17. 
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Figure 3.33 Martyr Square actual condition; (Google Earth map, consulted 25.05.15)  

 

 
Figure 3.34: mid 1990’s - early years of re-construction following the 
return of the renovated Martyr’s statue – Unknown source 

 
Figure 3.35: January 14th 2005 – Unknown source 

 Figure 3.36: ca. 2007, 
Martyr’s statue renovated 
and returned to its place 
(Mohamad al-Amin 
Mosque showing in the 
background)– Unknown 
source 
 
 

Timeline – Key Events: 
• 2007: Mohamad al-Amin Mosque built around Martyr 

Square's south corner, near St Georges church 
• 2010-2014: Plus Towers, luxury residential buildings occupy 

Martyr Square southern area 
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CONCLUSION 

Shedding light on the square multi-faceted urban history allowed tracking the 

continuities and discontinuities of its multiple components across its historical 

unfolding. The intertwinement between the morphological transformation of 

the square, the users’ practices and the successive functions it assumed cannot 

be dissociated from the changing administrative role of Beirut. Unfolding the 

urban history of Beirut along specific milestone constituted the background 

for studying the history of evolution of Martyr Square.  

The square will transform following the growing administrative importance 

of Beirut after being annexed to the province of Damascus in 1864, to 

becoming capital of a Wilaya in 1888, then later capital of Greater Lebanon. 

Throughout a mosaic political history, it will witness the liberation from 

Ottoman rule after WWI, the independence from the French Mandate couple 

of decades later and the birth of a young independent country, and lately in 

2005 the mobilization for the withdrawal of Syrian troops from Lebanon. The 

square has always been able to re-invent itself throughout its history. 

The fifteen years of civil war which voided it from life were followed by 

twenty years of post-war reconstruction, whereby the space physical 

components were completely razed down to the ground. From 1975 till 2015, 

date of finalizing this research, already forty years went by while Martyr 

Square is being a big empty void, except for the Martyrs’ statue. Have we 

entered a new phase of amnesia and oblivion by keeping the square a void 

and giving priority to the real-estate development around it? In 2005, Martyr 

Square was ready to recover its territory by an audience eager to re-

appropriate it. Will it still be the case forty years later? Which role will it 

assume in the future, foreseen in the framework of the reconstruction slogan, 

“Beirut: Ancient city of the future? 
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CHAPTER  IV  
A WATERFRONT IN 
CONTINUOUS 
TRANSFORMATION  
 

“We'll be remembered more for what we destroy than what we create.”  

Chuck Palahniuk - (Invisible Monsters) 
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INTRODUCTION 
Unlike the case of Martyr Square, the waterfront of Beirut is not a space 

defined within some geographic boundaries. The space of the waterfront has 

been historically the product of the city extension by landfill onto water. 

Several shorelines marked the historical urban geography (Figure 4.1), the 

latest one is the post-war shoreline which framed the biggest landfill in the 

history of the city.  

The main objective of this chapter is to study the public spaces produced 

along Beirut Waterfront. It embodied the transformation of different 

shorelines’ traces across decades; several public spaces emerged, coexisted 

and discontinued at different periods of its urban history. This chapter will 

study the juxtaposition of city with water and the production of waterfront’s 

public spaces along a bi-fold relationship: the port-city and the seaside 

promenade. The study of the public spaces will follow the four dimensions: 

the morphological, social, economic and the political ones. In what follows it 

will be clear that the different political-administrative periods were crucial in 

changing the waterfront’s structure. Equally, the economical dimension 

underlies the development of the port and the subsequent spaces and 

equipments (hotels, administrative, banks, office…). Throughout the chapter 

the relation between the port spaces and the leisure spaces will be studies 

across the different periods. 

Some pivotal political periods and major events have changed the territorial 

hierarchy of inland cities and Port Cities. The purpose is to highlight how 

those events affected the nature of public space on those waterfronts while 

zooming alternately from a macro scale perspective to the micro scale. That is 

to say that the urban history of Beirut is shaped to a big extent by its relation 
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to the Eastern hinterland by land and the Western world to which it is linked 

by the Mediterranean Sea.  Beirut will compete as a rising port city in a 

relatively short span of time, benefiting from several factors. Major pivotal 

political moments marked its urban history: in 1840, Beirut became capital of 

the Wilayet of Sidon then in 1864 it was annexed to the province of Damascus, 

in 1888 it became capital of Wilayet, until it became capital of Greater Lebanon 

in 1920 till nowadays. Its rising administrative rank enhanced its rising 

importance as a Port-City. 

 
Figure 4.1:  Reconstruction of Beirut’s old Shoreline since 5000 years  
Source: Nick Marriner Phd, 2007 
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PROLOGUE: A MEDIEVAL PORT AND CARAVAN ROADS 
Before the nineteenth century, the major economic activity was distributed 

along the inland cities involved in the silk trade road. In this sense, caravan 

routes served as economical nerves between major cities, excluding port cities. 

It was not until the turn of the nineteenth century, the shipping revolution 

and the development of steam ships, the opening of Suez Canal complemented 

by the development of railroad network and the rise of port cities along the 

Eastern Mediterranean that the economic activity will transfer cities like 

Damascus from inland caravan city to encompass port cities along the Eastern 

Mediterranean (Figure 4.2 and 4.3). These two maps show the change in the 

territorial organization between the beginning of the nineteenth century to the 

end of the century, and the rising importance of coastal cities with shifting 

importance towards the Eastern Mediterranean and the southern part. The 

maps highlight the increasing number of population in the major cities and 

the new infrastructure network expanding in the direction of the port-cities 

which rose after the Suez Canal opening. 

However even before the development of its port, Beirut functioned as an 

“Entrepôt” (Poujoulat, 1831:122) for Damascus which was historically a 

caravan city. this relation between Beirut and Damascus as per Harvey Porter 

manuscript dates back to the Arabian rule: “Beirut became the port of Damascus 

at the time of Ommiads Caliphs and has so remained ever since” (Porter H., 

1912:51). The rise of Beirut as Port-City will support the Lebanese hinterland 

and Damascus as well. Historically an old caravan convoy road departing 

from the Maydan known nowadays as Martyr Square, connected Beirut to 

Damascus (the two cities being 120km apart); this road was further supported 

by a railroad connection to be destructed and never restored back during the 

Lebanese civil war. 

http://forum.wordreference.com/showthread.php?t=2528987
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Figure 4.2 and 4.3: From unpublished drawing of Akture, Sevgi. Maps from Master 
thesis author: Pelin Kihtir Öztürk – Master thesis title: Urban transformation of 
ottoman port cities in the nineteenth century: change from ottoman Beirut to 
French mandatory Beirut- Sept. 2006, pp. 10-11 
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Bayrout al-Qadima itself had some of the characteristics of a typical Arabic 

Medieval city, and same city structure if compared to an inland caravan city: 

narrow streets (zouqaq), gates (bab), old souqs, khans (caravan-serails), hamams, 

serail, fortifications, and numerous religious monuments. However its location 

along the Sea and its seaport made it more than another walled city, even 

before its establishment as a major port-city in the nineteenth century. Some 

travelers noted the importance of this medieval port not in terms of its scale 

and equipment, but rather its location as a hinge between the hinterland and 

Damascus and the maritime trade; Poujoulat describes the port of Beirut in 

the following words: 

« Depuis dix ans, Beirout est devenu la place la plus importante de la côte, la 

principale échelle de Damas l'entrepôt de toutes les marchandises, le centre de 

tous les mouvements commerciaux de la Syrie. Quoi qu'en ait dit Volney, 

tous tes navires, même les bâtimens de guerre, mouillent en sûreté dans la 

rade de Beirout… »136 

On the other hand, if quickly compared to medieval Western Mediterranean 

cities like old Barcelona which had a gate to the sea “Portal del Mar”, old 

Beirut had no gate to its seaside. The port of Bayrout al-Qadima was known as 

Bab al-Silsilah (the chain gate), a maritime gate which many historians confuse 

as being one of the physical gates of the old city (Debbas, 1986). The old port 

owes its name to the chain that closed it at night forbidding the entry of boats. 

Two natural fortresses-towers Burj al- Silsilah and Burj al-Fanar framed 

naturally the port until their bombardment in 1840. The medieval port served 

as silk export outlet for Mount Lebanon (Saliba:1998), where the silk 

production was expanding; mulberry agriculture in the mountain was 

                                                           
136  Michaud, M. and Poujoulat, M., Correspondance d'Orient, 1830-1831, 1833-1835, pp. 
122-123. 



145 | O N  T H E  M A K I N G  O F  P U B L I C  S P A C E S  I N  B E I R U T  
 

complimented with increasing number of silk factories. In particular the 

French silk industry of Lyon and Marseilles was reliant in big part on the raw 

silk which was exported from the port of Beirut (Figure 4.4 and 4.5). Already in 

the manuscript dated 1851, Gérard de Nerval described the port of Beirut as 

filled with European ships: 

« ….au fond d’un golfe gracieux que l’Europe emplit continuellement de ses 

vaisseaux, c’est le commerce de Damas et le rendez-vous central des 

populations industrieuses de la montagne, qui font encore la puissance et 

l’avenir de Beyrouth. »137  

With the increasing maritime traffic, the Ottomans infilled Bab al-Silsilah and 

built in 1860 a small jetty (Sansoul) on the old port (Debbas, 1986:21), a first 

step in the development of the seaport: 

« En 1860, les Ottomans comblent Bâb el Silsilah et construisent une jetée 

(Sansoul) afin de faire face à l’accroissement du traffic. En 1863 déjà, sept 

lignes maritimes desservent régulièrement Beyrouth.» 138 

 

 

 

                                                           
137   De Nerval, M. Gérard, Voyage en Orient, Tome I, p. 343.  
138  Debbas, Fouad, 1997, p. 21. 
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Figure 4.4 and 4.5: Beirut-Damascus connection and zoom into Beirut– based on Google map 
(consulted 24.11.2014) - Additions by N. Hindi 
 
Upper, Fig. 4.4: Beirut map showing Beirut-Damascus road and actual waterfront borders 
Lower, Fig. 4.5: Actual Road connection Beirut-Damascus (same trace of previous train connection)  
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FROM ENTREPÔT TO PORT-CITY - 1840 till early 1860’s  

The Waterfront space of Bayrout al-Qadima is the product of the first transition 

of the medieval walled city outward in the direction of the seaside. This 

transition results from the intersection of both the economic and political 

factors, and the public spaces cannot be understood in isolation of this 

production. The waterfront was rather the product of a strategic approach 

than a dream of opening up to the sea. Several urban transformations worked 

as catalysts for the development of the seaport, the space of the wharfs and 

the waterfront’s public spaces. 

From an urban perspective, the openness towards the sea coincides with the 

erosion of the city ramparts: starting 1830’s the city starts getting outside its 

walls. Historically, gaining space in the direction of the sea had always been 

realized by means of lad infill onto the sea benefitting from the rubble of 

demolished parts of the urban fabric (Figure 4.1). 

Politically and strategically, the first awareness of the location of Beirut as a 

seaport could be traced back to the Egyptian rule over the Levant and the 

occupation of Ibrahim Pasha to Beirut in 1832. The first works on the seaport 

were initiated in 1832 as soon as he came to power: he ordered port 

improvements. The Egyptian rule over Beirut was short (1832 till 1840), but 

Ibrahim Pasha assigned an administrative role for Beirut dreaming of making 

it a major seaport like Alexandria. It was then in 1840, that Beirut became 

capital of the Wilayet of Sidon before being annexed to the province of 

Damascus in 1864. 

The works on the port will extend beyond the Egyptian rule, till 1860 

including improvements of docks and wharfs as well. With the completion of 



148 | O N  T H E  M A K I N G  O F  P U B L I C  S P A C E S  I N  B E I R U T  
 

the Beirut-Damascus road, Beirut will become the uncontested port of 

Damascus which will facilitate the transport of products from the eastern 

Mediterranean coast. Undoubtfully, the improvement of the connection of 

Beirut-Damascus played a very important role in shortening the distances 

between Beirut seaport to the inland city of Damascus. This connection had 

long existed across the Maydan, Sahl Bourj al-Kashif from where caravan 

convoys departed to Damascus. In 1863, the completion of Beirut-Damascus 

carriage road which goes around the city ramparts to reach the seaport, shifts 

the city articulation towards the Western side of the seaport, at the Ras-

Shamiyeh side (Figure 4.6). 

It will bypass the narrow roads toward the west side of the port (Figure 4.7) 

accessible from Bâb ad-Dabbagha 139. In addition to revitalizing the eastern 

sector of the seaport, the new road (Figure 4.7) will play a role in developing 

both Sahl Bourj al-Kashif and Sahl Assour. 

                                                           
139 (Romieux, 1861:47): « à Beyrouth même, à l’ancien chemin en terre battue qui traversait la 
place al-Bourj pour rejoindre le port par Bâb ad-Dabbagha, succède une nouvelle rue conçue 
de manière a éviter les dédales de la vieille ville par le sud pour rejoindre le débarcadère par 
l’ouest. » 
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 Figure 4.6: The shift in 
the city relation to Port 
from the East to the 
West 
New Layout of Beirut 
Damascus Road in 1861 – 
Source : Service 
Historique de l’Armée de 
Terre, Vincennes  
(Romieux, 1861: 48) 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Figure 4.7  (View 1):  
Initial east access to Port: 
Period between 1905 to 
1925; Photographer 
Bonfils – Debbas 
Collection 
 

 

Figure 4.8  (View 2):  
1902, view from Grand 
Serail towards the port, 
new Damascus-Beirut 
road shown; 
Photographer Sarrafian – 
Debbas Collection 

1

  

2 
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THE FIRST PUBLIC SPACES ON THE NEW WATERFRONT 

The waterfront public spaces were constituted of two types of spaces of 

different use and character (Figure 4.9). These public spaces are revealed 

through the descriptions of the Orientalists manuscripts and the 

corresponding postcards, engravings and paintings. The seafront promenade 

along the wharf and in the West direction embodies the leisure activity. The 

second type of waterfront public spaces which characterized the first phase of 

waterfront transformation embodies the space of the wharf, and are trade 

based spaces. 

 

THE PROMENADES 

A seafront promenade toward Ras-Beirut which existed outside the city walls 

is revealed in the cadastral map of 1840 (Figure 4.13), the corresponding 

postcards and the corresponding texts of the Orientalists who visited the city 

at that time. Ras-Beirut was at that time the tip of the Minet el-Hussein or Minet 

el-Hosn where the future Saint Georges Hotel will be installed (Debbas: 1986). 

I note here a confusion in the reference to what is commonly known till 

nowadays as Ras-Beirut, which is another protruding tip in Beirut where the 

first Lighthouse will be built in 1862. 

The promenade of Ras-Beirut existed as a leisure space outside the 

confinements of the city ramparts and narrow streets, and even prior to the 

construction of the lighthouse. Since its existence, and as we will see in its 

transformation which later on will form part of the Corniche, the promenade 

was tied to the different moments and practices related to the sea. The 

promenade space which was known as the Boulervard of Minet el-Hosn 



151 | O N  T H E  M A K I N G  O F  P U B L I C  S P A C E S  I N  B E I R U T  
 

(Debbas; 1986) and as the “Ras-Beirut Promenade” (Nerval, 1851:343), was 

frequented for leisure, for sunsets and even for bathing informally in the 

Mediterranean water (Figure 4.10), as described in detail and romantically by 

Gérard de Nerval in his memories of his “Voyage en Orient”: 

Pour voir s’agrandir encore ce beau spectacle, j’avais quitté le café et je me 

dirigeais vers la promenade du Raz-Beyrouth, située à gauche de la ville … 140 

In the description for the space of the port, Nerval depicts a jetty protruding 

in the direction of the sea, an open space extending from the harbor space 

onto the water: 

A gauche, une jetée s’avance dans la mer, soutenant les bâtiments blancs de la 

douane ; comme le quai même, elle est formée presque entièrement des débris 

de colonnes de l’ancienne Béryte ou de la cité romaine de Julia Felix.141 

Since his manuscripts date back to 1851, this means that the jetty he described 

as standing on old columns, is prior to the one which will be built in 1860 

(Figure 4.12) by the Ottomans as part of a harbor (identified in Figure 4.11). 

This jetty is the natural protrusion which culminates in Burj al-Silsila (also 

known as Burj al-Mina) and still forms part of the landscape of the last years of 

the medieval port.  

  

                                                           
140 (Nerval, 1851:343) : « Pour voir s’agrandir encore ce beau spectacle, j’avais quitté le café 
et je me dirigeais vers la promenade du Raz-Beyrouth, située à gauche de la ville. Les feux 
rougeâtres du couchant teignaient de reflets charmants la chaîne de montagnes qui descend 
vers Sidon ; tout le bord de la mer forme à droite des découpures de rochers, et çà et là des 
bassins naturels qu’a remplis le flot dans les jours d’orage, des femmes et des jeunes filles y 
plongeaient leurs pieds en faisant baigner de petits enfants. »  
141  Ibid. 140, p. 342.  
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OPEN WHARFS AND INTRA-MURAL SAHAT  

Throughout the different literature of the Orientalists and the urban historians 

on the old city, there seems to be two different perspectives for reading the 

spatial relation of the city with the port, as it will be displayed in the following 

two subchapters.  

Perspective from inside the walled city: trade 

The accessibility from the city toward the space of the wharf was confined to 

the narrow streets of the old following a slow filtration, due to the narrow 

streets and their labyrinth morphology. From this standpoint, the city’s 

relation to the seaport is seen as a strong trade-based link, serving the city and 

the hinterland. From the East, the transit space of the Maydan142 or Sahl Bourj 

al-Kashif leads to the port through narrow roads across Bab al-Dabagha further 

north of the Maydan or Sahl Bourj al-Kashif functioned as a threshold between 

the hinterland and the seaport. Further West, the intra-mural Sahat extend 

towards the port the trade activity which takes place in every square: in this 

sense, “Sahat al Qamh” (Wheat Square) extends to the old harbor of wheat and 

wood, in the direction of a dock identified as “Sahat al Rassif” (Harbour 

Square). Equally, Sahat Al Samaq (Fish Square) is equally accessible from Bab-

Santiyeh and the Old Port, both threshold spaces suggesting a possible 

proximity to fishing activity.  

As described, this extension is perceived as the continuation of the trade-

network of the Sahat-Souq143 in the direction of the Port is of an economical 

character. In this sense the port will be considered as the anchor for the trade 

activity, and the space of the wharfs and docks as supporting spaces of 

                                                           
142  Refer to Chapter Three  for elaboration on Martyr Square case study. 
143  Refer to Chapter Two for elaboration on History of Public Spaces. 
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unloading and loading goods and products. It is also considered as the 

meeting space of travelers coming from the open sea and those coming from 

the hinterland. However it is important to note that at this period, this 

encounter in the same space of the port is a mercantile encounter space based 

on trade and exchange in the first place. This idea will be tackled by Jean 

Métral in his discourse about Mediterranean Cosmopolitanism:  

« Le cosmopolitisme méditerranéen n'est pas celui du melting-pot qui, à la 

même période, apparaît dans les grandes métropoles industrielles occidentales, 

notamment aux États-Unis. La ville méditerranéenne à cette époque, n'est pas 

« simmelienne (Simmel G. 1979). Elle est encore marchande et 

communautaire.”144  

Perspective from port: exchange, services and accommodation 

From this outward perspective, the space of the port, the wharfs, the docks 

could be read as an independent entity. The supporting services like cafes, 

hotels, supporting services like money exchanges and hotel drogmans, 

flourished along the wharfs space and complemented its life145. The space of 

the port became increasingly autonomous, but also vibrant, animated and 

very alive. In his description of the space of the port, Nerval mentions this 

aliveness of the space, and the free spirit of it, where even alcohol was served:  

« Je ne connais rien de plus animé, de plus vivant que ce port, ni qui réalise 

mieux l’ancienne idée que se fait l’Europe de ces Echelles du Levant, où se 

passaient des romans ou des comédies.146 »  

                                                           
144 Métral Jean, 1996, p. 70. 
145 (Romieux, 1861:49): «  …Il répond également à un nouveau programme, étant moins un 
lieu  d’entreposage qu’un pole d’activités économiques contemporaines, regroupant bureaux 
de poste, services administratifs et agences maritimes, commerciales et financières. »  
146  De Nerval, M. Gérard, Voyage en Orient, Tome I. p. 343. 
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Morphologically, the city succeeded in creating a direct relation from the 

hinterland to its seaport by avoiding the narrow and tortuous intra-mural 

streets. The new Beirut Damascus147 connection which follows the previous 

walls contours to reach the port from the West shortened the distance to the 

port (Romieux, 1860-61:49) and made it efficiently accessible by carriages 

(Debbas, 1986:105).  

On the other hand, hotels started getting installed at the port space for 

accommodating the affluent arriving travelers from the sea. With this function 

of accommodation at the port space, they replaced the khans of the intra-mural 

city. The installation of the first hotel “Hotel de l’Europe” as early as 1849 on the 

old Port (Figure 4.14) at the future expansion of Allemby Street, secured an 

easy access for travelers to reach directly their hotels from the boat after the 

customs rituals (Debbas:1986); they did not need anymore to access the city 

for accommodation. These hotels insured the privilege of avoiding the narrow 

roads of the old town, where horse-drawn carriages were not allowed, as 

Debbas describes it as follow: 

« Il était, en effet plus facile aux voyageurs d’arriver par barque a leur hôtel, 

après les formalités douanières et sanitaires. Ils évitaient ainsi de passer par la 

vieille ville et ses rues étroites interdites aux calèches.»148 

Being the first hotel located on the wharf of the old port, “Hotel de l’Europe”, 

owned by the famous hotelier Battista, was renowned and distinguished. It 

                                                           
147 (Romieux, 1861: 49): “Le nouveau tracé de la route de Damas fait encore que le centre de 
gravite du port bascule de l’est vers l’ouest, dynamisant tout le secteur reste jusque-là à 
l’écart de la vitalité urbaine, le cap Ach-Chamiyeh. Tout ce secteur est en effet 
progressivement loti et occupé par des bâtiments de rapport logeant des activités tertiaires 
liées directement au port et de nouveaux souks et khans : les souqs as-Sayyid, aj-Jamil et Bâb-
Idriss, et les khans Bustros, Tabet et Antoun Bey. Certains nous sont dévoiles par la carte de 
1861. »  
148  Debbas, Fouad, 1997, p. 105.  
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accommodated several travelers and Orientalists who mentioned it in their 

writings, one of them is the viscount de Vogüé during his stay in Beirut: 

« Les drogmans des hôtels nous entourent depuis le pont du paquebot et se 

disputent nos effets et nos personnes.…Un guide plus persuasif que ses 

confrères nous pousse dans l ' Hôtel de l'Europe.149»  

Debbas describes the extension and multiplication of the hotels as an urban 

phenomenon resulting from the city growth beyond the limits of its medieval 

wall: 

“La ville, qui commençait à sortir hors les murs a partir de 1830, a vu ses 

hôtels se déplacer vers l’Ouest sur le front de mer.150 » 

 Small locandas on the old port owned first by Greek dragomen (Debbas: 

1986) will transform gradually into bigger hotels with direct access to the 

seaside, owned gradually by locals. The growth of the hotels installation will 

sprawl outside the city walls, the first of which outside the city walls will be 

the Locanda Antonio Bianchi in 1843 followed in 1849 by the famous Hotel 

Bellevue (Figure 4.23), later on to become le Cercle Militaire then by the Grand 

Hotel d’Orient (Figure 4.22) in 1855 and Hotel des Voyageurs in 1863.  

At this stage, the development of hotels is seen as more than a typological 

change of Khan into the hotels with this openness towards the maritime life. 

Hotels existence was a supportive function to the public life of the early 

waterfront, a public life still based on trade and mercantile activities.  

 

 

                                                           
149   Melchior de Vogüé, Vte Eugène, p. 28. 
150   Ibid. 148, p. 105.  



 
Figure 4.9: Seafront transformation, 1840 to early 1860’s  - Shoreline of 1841 and 1861 

Maps prepared by author N. Hindi based on 1841 and 1861 maps: land use mapping by N. Hindi based on the photographs, postcards and texts 

 

TIMELINE: 

• 1843: Locanda Antonio Bianchi outside city walls, and one by Habib Rizkallah 

• 1849: Hotel de l'Europe: 1st hotel on old Port  

          Hotel Bellevue opened: 1st hotel in Zaytouneh, later will be Cercle Militaire 

• 1853: Khan Antoun Beh constructed on the harbour (biggest Khan) 

• 1855: Grand Hotel d'Orient (Bassoul) opened 

• 1860: Ottomans dump Bab al-Silsilah and construct jetty 

• 1863: Hotel des Voyageurs owned by Greek dragoman renovated to "Hotel de l'Univers" 

• Late 1860's: Khan Fakhry Beh constructed 

 

 



 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Seafront transformation, 1840 to early 1860’s - Shoreline of 1841 and 1861 

ZAYTOUNI BAY TRANSFORMATION PORT TRANSFORMATION 

 
Figure 4.10: August 1860 : Zaytouni Bay and Minet al-Husn 

Photographer Louis Vignes 

 Figure 4.11: Port in 1840 (called Bab al-Silsilah): showing Burj 

el Silsilah in foreground and burj al Fanar in the background 

Figure 4.1

(burj al Fanar bombarded in 1840)

 

 

  Figure 4.14: 

to the right 

Figure 4.13: 1860’s: St. George’s Bay, seaside promenade outside 

the city walls – Unknown photographer 

   

 
Figure 4.12: Port in 1860: H. Devaix, Sbarco dei Francesi 

(burj al Fanar bombarded in 1840) 

 

Figure 4.14: Actual Rue Fakhry Beh - Hotel de l'Europe 

to the right - Debbas Collection. 
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PORT-CITY AND A LEISURE WATERFRONT 
1860’s till Independence 1943 

BEIRUT: PORT–CITY IN THE MEDITERRANEAN CONTEXT  

At the turn of the nineteenth century, several factors, political-strategic, 

administrative, social and cultural, led to the urban transformation and rise of 

Beirut into a major Port-City. Nonetheless, Beirut benefited as well from the 

shipping revolution and introduction of steamship to improve the port. On 

another hand, the opening of the Suez Canal revitalized the trade routes via 

the East Mediterranean and led to the emergence of Port Cities on the East 

coast, of which Beirut and Haifa (Figure 4.27). 

Beirut’s growth to a major city port model was made possible by two major 

administrative factors; an administrative relation to Damascus started when 

Beirut was annexed to the province of Damascus in 1864 before being raised 

twenty-four years later to the rank of capital of Wilaya in 1888 (Wilaya of 

Beirut). The late Ottoman “model of progress” shared many of the features of 

the French “mission civilisatrice” in the Levant (Hanssen, 2005:13), particularly 

in Beirut, its Vitrine du Levant. They both worked on strategically further 

improving the port. Thirty years after the first improvements initiated by the 

short Egyptian rule, further developments were made by the late Ottoman 

authorities that would be followed by the French mandate later on. In 1890 

and 1895, a French company with local entrepreneurs will undertake the 

enlargement of the port, followed in 1895 by the construction of the 800 

meters long Ottoman jetty. Later on, in 1934, the French will extend the jetty 

by 450 meters.  

At this moment of history, Beirut was able to change its urban identity from a 

city with a port into a major city port on the oriental Mediterranean. It 
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undertook major urban changes in improving the sector of the port and the 

waterfront space to become a crossroad between maritime and the terrestrial 

trade. This intersection and complementary relation between hinterland and 

sea could be understood by the railway network (Figure 4.28) and was 

described as follow:  

Le carrefour maritime que dessine la Méditerranée orientale est prolongé et 

complété par un carrefour terrestre, le Moyen-Orient, qui peut 

éventuellement se substituer à lui. 151 

 
Figure 4.27: Map showing connection of Suez Canal in 1869, linking the Mediterranean to 
the Red sea, and the rising port cities of Eastern Mediterranean - extract from map of 
Ottoman Empire c.1550 - İnalcık, and Quataert (1994; XXXi) – Additions by N. Hindi 

                                                           
151  Battegay A. and al., 1996, p. 7.  



160 | O N  T H E  M A K I N G  O F  P U B L I C  S P A C E S  I N  B E I R U T  
 

 
Figure 4.28: Map showing Chemin de Fer de l’Etat Libanais 
Source :  Liban sur Rail, Choueiry, 2014:11 
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THE TRANSFORMATION OF THE HARBOR 
The first urban transformation of the City started as soon as 1892 with the 

arrival of Ismail Kemal Bey as the new Vali of Beirut Wilaya, and his conscious 

will to apply to the city a new model of progress coinciding with the Ottoman 

government undertaking a set of rules for regularizing Beirut’s public and 

private spaces. Urban transformations metamorphosed the port area and 

achieved opening in the city fabric in the direction of the Sea. The latter 

changes were achieved by the construction of aligned streets and the 

destruction of some Souq already suffering insalubrious condition and part of 

the tortuous medieval streets152. The remains of the destruction will be used 

also for the sea infills achieved to change the seashore line, visible in the map 

of 1876 (Figure 4.15). 

Two major factors played in favor of the rise of Beirut to port-city: being 

capital of Wilayet of Beirut in 1888 and being integrated to a rich hinterland by 

being connected to Damascus, one of the oldest and major cities in middle-

eastern hinterland. This relation entailed the development of the 

infrastructural connection and communication roads between the two cities: a 

new road lead easily to the port and a railroad reaching the port joined both 

cities.  The infrastructural connection strengthened the urban and geo-political 

relations between a major hinterland City and a major Sea-port City, both 

cities to become capital of Syria and Lebanon respectively in their actual 

boundaries with the French mandate withdrawal from the area in 1943.  
                                                           
152  (Hanssen, 1998:52) :  “When Ismail Kemal Bey arrived as the new vali of Beirut in 1892, he 
declared beirut “une source d’opulence et un foyer d’instruction” and promised to “hâter le 
progrès de la civilisation et de propager les lumières et les connaissances de cette époque ». 
Despite his short term of office, Kemal Bey became one of the leading Ottoman architectural 
figures in Beirut during Abdulhamid’s reign. The inhabitants of the old city soon realized what 
model of progress the vali had in mind when he ordered the construction of two aligned 
streets through the old city. One was to connect the port with the bazaars and the other 
linked Sahat al-Burj to Bab Idriss, effectively piercing through Souk al-Fashkha, Souk al-
Tawileh, and al-Jamil.” 
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FROM MONOFUNCTIONAL WHARFS TO MULTI-FUNCTIONAL SPACES 

Infrastructure and public spaces 
An urban overview on the waterfront reveals that the birth and 

transformation of the waterfront public spaces is the indirect result of the 

transforming mode of life along the space of the port and wharf. Public spaces 

were not a planned social act of opening up the city towards its sea for social 

and leisure activities like the “promenade” activity. Over time, public spaces 

were the product of the port strategic development. At their genesis, public 

spaces along the waterfront space had a mercantile character, related to the 

intersection between the port activity and the caravan-trade road. In the 

nineteenth century, steamship revolution and infrastructural development 

will change the urban growth dynamism inside the city and along the 

waterfront area. These new modes of transportation fed the spaces and 

allowed a new perception of space and time affecting life in public spaces; 

distances were shortened and more destinations and horizons reachable. On 

the other hand, the widening of wharfs resulted in allowing the horse-drawn 

carriages to circulate freely, a commodity that became difficult in the narrow 

streets of the intra-Mural city. The city became reachable from the hinterland 

(Mount Lebanon and Syrian hinterland), and Beirut placed on the regional 

infrastructural network since the late Ottoman period. At this stage, Public 

spaces along the waterfront are the consequence of change of urban life and 

dynamism embodied in the relation of the city with its hinterland and its 

seaport. In the following discourse, the chronological description of the 

development of public spaces from Sahat al-Rassif to the Avenue des Français, 

will clarify this change of the four dimensions of public spaces tackled in this 

research, the morphological, functional, social and political.  
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From mono-functional to multifunctional Public spaces  
As previously mentioned, the first public spaces on the waterfront are the 

space of the wharf. The Sahat al-Rassif (wharf or dock square) was already 

identifiable in the map of 1840, supported by the presence of Khan al-Milaha 

(navigation or shipping khan), which worked as a warehouse and transit 

accommodation place, typical functioning of Khans in caravan-trade cities (Ref. 

Figure 4.27, Encadré 3). Sahat al-Rassif was close to Sahat al-Qamh and linked to 

it commercially. The new wharfs are built on the landfill extending the old 

harbor space using the backfill resulting from breaking through the city fabric 

to create openings. Two squares, “Place Khan Antoun Bey” and the Market or 

the Market Square, were the product of the new extended shoreline which will 

be identified in the famous map of 1876 (Figure 4.15). As shown on the maps, 

the space of the wharf is continuous, a continuity which will ultimately tie the 

east of the city to its west. Sahat al-Rassif will be widened to be known as the 

Market Square, identified in a photograph combined by myself (Figure 4.17): 

the space of the market will be enclosed by the Hotel de l’Europe, famous hotel 

for accommodating travelers, the new Khan Fakhry Beh which differs in nature 

from the medieval Khan of the city, and few years later the installation of 

Orosdi Back department store. The new Khan built along the Waterfront, 

particularly Khan Fakhry Beh and Khan Antoun Beh are different from the 

introverted nature of the medieval Khans. They have functions occupying 

their ground level, open to the public space of the wharf. Not far from the 

Market Square, another public space Khan Antoun Bey Square, (identified by 

myself, Figure 4.16) is the extension of Khan Antoun Bey and the space in front 

of the Majidiyeh mosque. This square became a vital wharf space, initiated first 

by the construction in 1861 of the Damascus-Beirut connection to the sea, and 

punctuated by the construction of the largest khan in size, the Khan Antoun 
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Beh constructed on the harbor in 1953. The traveler Osmond Romieux described 

the waterfront after the construction of this khan in the following:  

« C’est le Khan Antoun Bey qui donne le ton à ce secteur urbain en 

développement…. Il se différencie en tout cas des khans anciens de la vielle 

ville, massifs, introvertis et a l’aspect défensif.153» 

The first spaces were still commercial in nature but acquired a hybrid nature 

with the construction of the first department store of its nature and the advent 

of the railway along the waterfront in 1900, and the multiplication of locandas 

and hotels (Figure 4.51). The inauguration of Orosdi Back in 1900, the first 

large-scale department store154 along the wharf “Rue du Port” at the same year 

of the introduction of the railway marked the first change in nature of the 

Public Spaces along the wharf (Figure 4.45 and transformation Figure 4.48, 4.49 

and 4.50). The advent of the waterfront railway and the fact that it is part of a 

larger railway network would place Beirut on the Muslim pilgrimage road as 

early as 1909 with the construction of railroad Beirut-Al Hijaz155. A new 

crossroad is thus created on the new wharf, image of a city rising to a new 

international dimension. The presence of administrative buildings, banks 

(Figure 4.46 and 4.47), a department store, different types of khan, hotels and 

                                                           
153  Robichon, F.,  Méouchy, N.,  Davie, M. F., Avril 2010, p. 49.  
154  (Hanssen, 2005:252): “The Beirut port company had sold a plot of land to this department 
store as early as 1894 but it took until the magic date of 1 September 1900 to complete 
constructions and open it to the public as part of the citywide celebrations in honour of Sultan 
Abdülhamid II’s silver jubilee. Situated on the quays next to the customs offices and 
warehouses at the port, it lay at the intersection between maritime trade—that is, the import 
of luxury goods from Europe— and the inland trade—that is, the export of regionally 
produced goods.” 
155 (Hanssen, 2005:252): “The opening of a railway station on the port premises, which 
coincided with that of the department store, further enhanced the central location of the 
building whose customers consisted both of residents of Beirut and of regional and 
international visitors, especially since Beirut became a popular transit stop for Muslim pilgrims 
to Mecca.” 

http://www.amazon.co.uk/Fran%C3%A7ois-Robichon/e/B004N78IL4/ref=dp_byline_cont_book_2
http://www.amazon.co.uk/Nadine-M%C3%A9ouchy/e/B004MJZS48/ref=dp_byline_cont_book_3
http://www.amazon.co.uk/Michael-F.-Davie/e/B004N3TI3U/ref=dp_byline_cont_book_4
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cafes on the waterfront since 1876, will create a different urban landscape 

characterized by a change in the practice of the public space. They will mark a 

different logic of spatial distribution and use of public spaces where social 

encounter is another dimension of consumption and leisure. New commercial 

and service activities will replace the purely medieval mercantile trade. 

  



 
Figure 4.15: Seafront transformation, 1860’s till independence 1943 – Shoreline 1876 

 

Maps prepared by superposition of several maps by author N. Hindi 

 

TIMELINE: 

• 1885: Original Seafront promenade initiated  

• 1869: Suez Canal opened; shifting importance towards the East Mediterranean shoreline 

• 1895: Ottoman Jetty constructed: 800m long 

 



 

 Seafront transformation, 1860’s till independence 1943 – Shoreline 1876 

 

HARBOUR SPACE TRANSFORMATION 

 

Figure 4.16: 21.01.1908: Khan Antoun Beh Square  

Debbas Collection 

Figure 4.17: 1901- 1920: Market Square;  Orosdi Bak (left), Khan Fakhry Beh (right)-  

Photo: Sarrafian -  two photographs combined by N.Hindi 

Figure 4.18: Period from 1901 to 1920 

Photographer Sarrafian -  Debbas Collection 

ZAYTOUNI BAY TRANSFORMATION 

 

 

PORT TRANSFORMATION 

  

Figure 4.19: ca. 1873:Hotels and cafes over pilotis (Felix Bonfils) Figure 4.24: ca.1875, Port construction - J.B. Charlier 

 

 

Figure 4.20: 10.03.1927 - L. Ferid Figure 4.25: ca.1895, wharf  of wood -  Tarazi Album   

 
  

Figure 4.26: 1901-20: new landfill wharfs  

Figure 4.21: 1925-1935: Photographer Anonymous Figure 4.22: 1910: Hotel d’Orient , Zaytouni bay – Debbas collection  Figure 4.23: ca1870: Bellevue Hotel, Zaytouni bay - Tancede Dumas  Photo: Michel Corm 
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The leisure Public spaces 
The public spaces on the waterfront embody a transition in the nature of the 

function and their character. It is not possible to draw clear cut lines in the 

urban transition of the port between the medieval port to the port-city (Figure 

4.24, 4.25 and 4.26), but it is pertinent to note that the space of the wharf and 

docks became over time a cosmopolitan interface; the exchange transcended 

the exchange of goods to a cultural exchange, where people from different 

backgrounds met, crossed and interacted. On the other side of the coin, the 

wharf embodied an exchange that goes beyond physical goods to being a 

symbolic exchange. At crossroad of travel experiences between a nostalgic 

potential Levant and a more developed Occident, the first public space of the 

wharf embodied notions of “physical and symbolic exchanges”, an idea raised 

and discussed by Métral in the following terms:  

« Le port et le marché, le bazar, sont des espaces publics où transitent et se 

négocient biens matériels et biens symboliques, où s'élabore et circule 

l'information. Les communautés s'y rencontrent et y rencontrent les 

étrangers venus du large ou de l'intérieur 156». 

The construction of Ottoman Jetty and the initiation of avenue des Français will 

bring upon a new kind of promenade public spaces, in the place of what was 

known as Boulevard Minet al-Hosn. This promenade existed many decades in 

the preceding years of this period. The promenade of Ras-Beirut mentioned 

previously in this chapter, was particularly alive during the days of Fridays 

and Sundays (Debbas, 1986:115). At that time, what was referred to as Ras 

Beirut was the tip of Minet el-Hosn, different from what later on will be known 

as Ras-Beirut, where the first Lighthouse will be constructed in 1862. The 

construction of the latter in Ras Beirut outside the limits of the walled city, will 

                                                           
156  Métral, Jean, 1996, p. 71.  
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result in the extension of the City-Seashore towards the West direction. The 

dynamism of growth in this direction was bi-fold; while a tramway extended 

the heart of the city outside its walls following Bliss Street, a seaside 

promenade developed and prospered between the walled city in the direction 

of the lighthouse. Two public spaces will be used as promenade: the Ottoman 

jetty constructed in 1895 (Figure 4.18 and 4.47), and the original seafront 

promenade which will be initiated in 1885 (Figure 4.13), later to become 

Avenue des Français (Ref. transformation Figure 4.41 throughout figure 4.44). 

The waterfront development157 will be completed with the construction of the 

Ottoman Jetty in 1895 which will be known as the new promenade of the jetty 

(Figure 4.15 and 4.40). At the intersection of the port space and the Ras-Beirut 

promenade space known also as Minet el-Husn Avenue, later to become Avenue 

des Français, the jetty will not only serve the port space but will also be a 

promenade projected into the sea (Figure 4.18), and will be used as such until 

the eruption of the civil war. The space of the jetty will start being associated 

with coffeehouses along the seashore, some of them are cantilevered on pilotis 

over the sea. Hajj Daoud and al-Bahri coffeehouses are one of the oldest and 

most famous coffeehouses (identified by myself in Figure 4.15). The first 

coffeehouses were Arabic in nature, popular and visited mainly by a male 

clientele. The change in the coffeehouses from Hajj Daoud (Figure 4.31) to 

other types like café al Hamra (Figure 4.32) indicates the change in the spirit of 

their use. The tip of Santiyeh will prosper as a pivotal space between the 

Ottoman jetty promenade and the Avenue des Français, with the presence of 

Khan Antoun Beh and those cafes.  

                                                           
157  Two maps were developed by author N. Hindi for the shorelines between 1860’s till 
Independence period in 1943. 
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Ottoman coffehouse compared to French café 

 
 

Fig. 4.31: 1890, Hajj Daoud qahwa –Unknown 
source 
 احد المقاهي البحرية الشعبية في بيروت حوالي العام

Figure 4.32: 26.02.1950, Avenue des Français-
anonymous photographer - Debbas collection 

In 1915, the Turkish undertook the demolishing of big part of Souq streets. 

Consequently, a bearing wall will be constructed out of the resulting backfill 

and the ruins of a demolished Byzantine basilica as well and seaside 

promenade of Minet el-Husn will be widened to become Avenue des Français 

with the arrival of the French, the transformation shown in (Figures 4.35 

throughout figure 4.38). The French continued the Ottoman idea of 

embellishment of this promenade, later known as Avenue des Français. The 

configuration of the promenade space promoted an image comparable to the 

French examples; broad sidewalks, palm trees, cafes and patisseries “à la 

Française”, casinos, elegant hotels and even the one and only piece of art, le 

“Monument aux morts” (Figure 4.54). In 1925, postcards of Avenue des Français 

(Figure 4.33), were printed comparing it to Promenade des Anglais (Figure 4.34) 

in Nice to promote French tourism in the Levant (Delage, A.:2009). Lined with 

palm trees and characterized with wide pavement, the promenade will 

become the favorite destination for the Beirutis (Debbas, 1986: 109). The 

promenade will be extended over landfill around the Santiyeh cemetery to 

reach the wharf space (Ref. transformation Figure 4.35 throughout figure 4.38).  
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Avenue des Français, Beirut compared to Promenade des Anglais in Nice 

  

Figure 4.33: 19.05.1929 – Avenue des Français-
anonymous photographer – Debbas Collection 

Figure 4.34: 1920, Nice, Promenade des Anglais 
fréquentée - photographie de presse Source : 
Bibliothèque Nationale de France 

The new waterfront distanced itself from the mercantile aspect of the wharfs 

and docks. The new public space embodies a shift in the spirit of spaces from 

the confinement and the control of city walls towards the more liberal 

character, a space of leisure and flânerie158 (C. Delpal: 1999). The waterfront 

became more than a promenade; the supporting functions based on hotels 

with a lively ground level made up of coffeehouses, casinos, cinemas and 

even nightlife made the space autonomous functionally. During the French 

mandate and Independence periods, the waterfront hotels kept on growing 

and multiplying in the direction of the west, until the area became known as 

the Hotels sector (Ref. Figures 4.19 throughout figure 4.23). Most of the hotels 

constructed along Avenue des Français benefited from a direct access from 

boats arriving from sea to the hotels. This easy access from the sea to the 

hotels is a characteristic which started at the old harbor of Bayrout Al-Qadima 

as early as 1849 with Hotel de l’Europe, first hotel situated on the old port. This 

unique feature enhanced the autonomy of the waterfront space, functionally 

and spatially. 

                                                           
158 Ref. Chap 1 and 5 for the history and discourse of the public space 
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Transformation of Avenue des Francais and Jetty promenade  

 

Fig. 4.35: Period 1920-
1926, avenue des Francais  
Photographer Anonymous  
Source: Debbas Collection 

 

Fig. 4.36: Period 1910-1930 
Photographer Derounian  
Source: Debbas Collection 

 

Fig. 4.37: 40’s, avenue des 
Francais  
Anonymous photographer 

 

Fig. 4.38: 1950-56 –
Promenade de la Jetee 
Anonymous photographer  
Source: Debbas Collection 



 
Figure 4.40: Seafront transformation, 1860’s till independence 1943 – based on the map of 1936 

Maps prepared by superposition of several maps by author N. Hindi 

TIMELINE: 

• 1900: Opening of Orosdi Bak department store in honour of Sultan Abdülhamid II’s silver jubilee      

          Opening of Railway at Port: In honour of Sultan Abdülhamid II’s silver jubilee  

• 1909: Al Hijaz Railway constructed, Beirut placed on pilgrim road to Mecca 

• 1915: Zeytouni area constructed out of backfill resulting from the old city's rubble 

• 1920-1929: Extension of Port: strategic for the Frensh troop 

• 1933: Hotel Saint Georges 

• 1934: Avenue des Francais lit: Nightlife emerged 

• 1934: Bain Francais constructed 

• 1934: Ottoman Jetty prolongated by 450m. 

 

 

 

 



 
Seafront transformation, 1860’s till independence 1943 – based on the map of 1936 

AVENUE DES FRANÇAIS TRANSFORMATION  

Looking towards Ras-Shamiyeh (from same standpoint) 

HARBOUR SPACE TRANSFORMATION PORT TRANSFORMATION 

  
 

Figure 4.41: 1901-1920, Photographer Michel Corm  Figure 4.45: 1909, Port Wharf – Photo Collection Anonymous Figure 4.46: 1910 to 1930 : new waterfront - Debbas Collection Fig. 4.47:1920-1940, View to Port from Ottoman Jetty – Photo Sarrafian 

 

 

Figure 4.42: 13-03-1923, Photographer Deychamps Fig.  4.48:19
th

 c.  Rrailway construction - O. Romieux 

Figure 4.43: Period between 1920 to 1935, Photographer 

Anonymous 

Fig. 4.49: 1901-20, port - Photographer Michel Corm 

 

HOTELS WITH DIRECT SEA ACCESS 

Figure 4.52: Octobre 1936: Hotel St. 

Georges - Photographer Anonymous - 

Debbas Collection 

 

Figure 4.44: ca. 1933 to 1939, Phot. A. Scavo Janto Figure 4.51: 1935 to 1940:  Photographer Anonymous Fig. 4.53: 1898-1928 - Debbas Collection F.4.54:1925-35,Monument aux morts Fig. 4.50:2.6.1933,by S. Janto–Train facing Orosdi Bak 
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From leisure to image and internationalization - 1943’s till 
break of war 1975 

From an independent Capital to a Cosmopolis 
The urban development of the waterfront in the era of the Independence was 

characterized by a continuity of what was started during the Late Ottoman 

and the two decades of the French Mandate. During this period Beirut 

continued to prosper celebrating its development from being a Wilaya part of 

an Empire to becoming an independent Cosmopolis, often known as “Paris of 

the Orient” or “Switzerland of the Middle East”. Once named the “jewel on the 

crown of the Padishah”, Beirut of the sixties was labeled the “Pearl of the Middle 

East”. The port of Beirut continued its growth in the East direction, along the 

Northern coast, whereas the public spaces of the waterfront grew in the West 

direction. Despite the fact that public spaces were the product of the changing 

dynamism towards the western part of the port (Figure 4.55) they didn’t stop 

growing further west in the direction of Ras-Beirut. The lighthouse was a pole 

of attraction since 1862 for the extension of the promenade in this direction, 

but did not constitute the only reason for the sprawl of the hotels and the 

touristic and leisure activities along the seashore.  

From docks to Corniche 
With the erosion of the walls, the space of the Avenue des Français extends 

towards the old city reaching the “Market Square” in front of Khan Fakhri Beh 

and Hotel de l’Europe. Market Square became the anchor of this linear 

promenade through the narrow streets of the city across the backstreet of Khan 

Fakhri Beh. However with the piercing of Allemby street during the French 

Mandate, this continuity till the Square will be disrupted and will remain as 

such since then. The opening of Allemby street necessitated urban alignment 

and straightening of the street culminating in the construction of the Banque de 
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Syrie et du Liban on the waterfront. During this mandate period, the new 

urban interventions on the waterfront will change the waterfront of the 

nineteenth century by the disappearance of the docks and wharfs space. This 

period characterizes the development of the sector of the waterfront on the 

same location of the Khan Antoun Beh Square and the Market Square leading to 

their total disappearance (Figure 4.55). 

The wharf space was linear as per the nature of the function and the backfill 

gained to the sea, punctuated by two node-spaces which embody the 

connections with the city Souq network system. These public spaces defined as 

node-spaces are the Market Square connected to the old city through Sahat al-

Qamh, and the second is Khan Antoun Beh Square in direct connection with 

Sahat al-Samak. These two squares were still mercantile in character, extending 

the network of the intra-mural Sahat, each square depending serving basically 

a different trade type. This is another case where piercing streets in the fabric 

following planned alignment will lead to disrupting the layout of public 

spaces, leading to their disintegration159. In the cadastral plans of the French 

mandate period, the squares of the docks almost disappeared. The 

disappearance of the squares from the docks changed the morphology of the 

wharf spaces from a linear space punctuated by two nodal spaces into a linear 

space.  

From Khan-Wharf to Hotel-Beach 
The disappearance of squares along docks noted in the cadastral map starting 

the French period, might be an indication of the changing of the functioning 

of the Khans160 on the harbor as well. Both Market Square and Khan Antoun Bey 

                                                           
159  For more elaboration on this idea refer to Chapter 5. 
160 A note by Robert Saliba (2004:83) on Khans: “Khan were originally inward-looking 
structures, built around an open courtyard and accessed from the narrow streets of the 
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Square were adjacent respectively to the two main Khans of the harbor, 

respectively Khan Fakhri Beh and Khan Antoun Bey (refer to Encadré 3). Though 

no literature tackled this issue, to confirm or support this idea, it remains 

worthy to relate the disappearance of both squares to the decrease or change 

in the functioning of Khans; a change already noted in the change of the 

ground floor level to a multi-functional use. Once enclosed in the streets of the 

old city, one of the functional aspects of the Khans was to accommodate the 

travelers arriving by the sea and hinterland equally depending on their 

location in the city. Two aspects are highlighted at this stage, the first one is 

the presence of the Khan on the waterfront, whom traditionally are located in 

interior cities along caravan routes, or inside the walls of the city serving these 

trade routes. The second aspect related to the architectural character of the 

Khan itself, traditionally enclosed towards an internal court and inward 

looking façades (Figure 4.27), a typology that will change and adapt in the case 

of Khan Fakhri Beh and Khan Antoun Bey (Ref. Figures 4.28 and 4.30). Though the 

plan of Khan Antoun Bey (Figure 4.29) is still characterized by an interior 

courtyard, the side to the wharf is characterized by a double corridor that 

would allow its double role as functioning inward and outward towards the 

wharf. Nonetheless the Khan assumed functions other than travelers’ 

accommodation, but the accommodation activity is tackled in this respect in 

its relation to the growth of the hotels function along the waterfront, and its 

difference from the hotels inside the old city. Likewise the façade 

photography of Khan Fakhri Beh reveals an outward use of its ground floor in 

the direction of the wharf and the “Market Square” (Figure 4.30). 

                                                                                                                                                         
intramural city….In the second half of the nineteenth century, as a new pattern of wide streets 
emerged as a result of the city’s modernization, khans began to transform into extroverted 
structures.”  
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ENCADRÉ 3:  Khans compared (from Khan al-milaha) to Khan Fakhry Beh and Khan Antoun Beh 

 
Figure  4.27: circa 1867-1899: Panoramic view of Beirut, inward looking Khan al-Milaha shown in the 
foreground - Photographer Felix Bonfils (partial view) 

  
Figure  4.28: 1905-1925: Khan Antoun Beh Elevation –  
Photographer F. Chapotot-debbas 

Figure  4.29: Khan Antoun Beh Original 
plan – Source: (Saliba, 2004:84) 

 
Figure  4.30: 1901- 1920: Khan Fakhry Beh to the right with a relation to the wharf of the old port, and 
offices on its Ground Floor - Photographer Sarrafian 
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This accommodation activity changed and transformed into hotels installed 

first along the old port then along the Avenue des Français. As early as the 

construction of the Avenue des Français and the spread of hotels and leisure 

activities along it, the Waterfront became an urban condition which cannot be 

dissociated from its supporting functions: hotels, casinos, night clubs, 

patisseries, and cafes which flourished and gave a different spirit to this new 

urban entity. Seafront Hotels embodied more than a Waterfront condition 

(Figure 4.63): they multiplied and lined the West coast of the city and kept on 

developing and booming during the French mandate and Independence 

period to even become a district known as “Hotels district” to the west of city 

center and adjacent to the waterfront and functioned as the pumping heart of 

a tourist economy that succeeded in attracting Arab tourists from the Arab 

Gulf Peninsula and the Western world equally. The panorama of the Avenue 

des Français will keep on developing and changing ((Ref. Figures 4.56 

throughout figure 4.60).  In the 1920’s the New Royal Hotel occupied the tip of 

the Zaytouni Bay followed by the Saint Georges Hotel completed in 1933-34, 

occupying what was previously known as the Ras-Beirut tip (Debbas, 

1986:113). This growth will happen during the decade preceding the 

Independence period  will be visible in the pre-Independence map (Figure 

4.55). The Saint Georges Hotel (Figure 4.61 and 4.52) will be known as one of the 

most luxurious hotels in the Middle East. The postcards of one of the guests in 

New Royal Hotel (Figure 4.53) describes his sojourn in the basement of this 

latter with direct access to the beach, “c’est dans une plage au sous-sol du dernier 

établissement que je prend une baignade” ((Figure 4.64), while he notes on the left 

side of the same postcard “Hotel Saint Georges, le plus luxueux au proche Orient”. 
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Figure 4.63: 1935-1940, Picture taken from the Promenade de la Jetee, showing the 
two protruding tips of Zaytouni and Ras-Beirut; New Royal Hotel in the foreground, and 
the Saint Georges Hotel in the Background 
Photographer Anonymous (Debbas Collection)  

 
Figure 4.64: 1935-1940, Postcard by a guest in the New Royal Hotel - Photographer 
Anonymous (Debbas Collection) 
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By the mid-50’s an early 60’s the Seafront hotels raise to an International 

standard, the culmination with the inauguration of Phoenicia Intercontinental 

(Figure 4.62), Holiday-inn, and Hilton; the construction of these two latter was 

stopped with the outbreak of the war. They are at the same time an economic 

catalyst and the image of a rising city to an international level. Despite the 

absence of sand beaches, the persistence of the typology of direct relation 

Hotel-Harbor will continue as Hotel-Beach with direct access to the sea. Most 

of the hotels possessed their own access to the water; first it was used for the 

direct access of boats to the hotels, then following the independence period 

the access transformed into beaches and bathing area.  

 

  



Figure 4.55: Seafront transformation, 1943 till civil war outbreak 1975 – based on map 1955 

Maps prepared by superposition of several maps by author N. Hindi: land use mapping by N. Hindi based on the photographs, postcards and texts 

TIMELINE: 

• 1940: Famous hotel Normandy (previous Continental Hotel) 

• 1961: Phoenicia Intercontinental opens 

• 1962-1975: Installation of International hotels: Holiday Inn, Hilton 

 

• 13 April 1975: Civil war erupts 

• 1975-76: Battle of Waterfront Hotels 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 



 
 
 

Seafront transformation, 1943 till civil war outbreak 1975 – based on map 1955  

TRANSFORMATION Avenue des Français  

Looking towards Ras-Shamiyeh 

 
 

Figure 4.56: 1950 to 1956 - Photographer Anonymous Figure 4.60: Avenue Francais, 1970's- Telko Sport collection Figure 4.61: Hotel St. George 1940s – Source:

 
Figure 4.57:  1960, Zeytouneh- Photographer Anonymous 

 
Figure 4.58: 1970’s Avenue des Francais - Copyright Tom 

Chu - Source: old beirut 

 

  

 
Figure 4.59: Phoenicia Hotel, Old-Corniche-Unknown  Figure 4.62: Phoenica-Intercontinental Hotel 60's- Unknown Photographer Photographer  

 

 

Source: old beirut  
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ON TERRITORIALITY AND WAR 
Two matters will be discussed in the wake of the civil war; first the 

destruction of the hotel district, second the space of the promenade along the 

waterfront. 

 

Deconstruction of the Seafront Hotel District 
The civil war targeted two main urban spaces: Martyrs’ Square161, the beating 

heart of the city and the Seafront Hotels district. Urban Spaces and Territories 

were targeted based on what they represent to Society, the City Centre itself 

represented a space for the public as Delpal puts it in the following terms:  

“En effet, si le centre-ville est le lieu du contact entre les divers groupes de la 

ville… Il représentait alors l’espace public ou du public dans la ville. 

L’acharnement des combats à l’effacer a permis de révéler les déséquilibres qui 

l’accompagnaient aussi 162” 

In echo to this issue of Terriotoriality of war, Christine Delpal in her essay 

about the Corniche, tackles briefly in her introduction the social and the 

communal segregation that accompanied the fight over territory 

subdivision163: 

“La logique des combats, répondant à une logique de définition territoriale 

basée sur l’élimination des espaces de mixité communautaire, a très tôt 

conduit à la partition de Beyrouth par une ligne de démarcation érigée, au 

coeur du centreville, en front principal de combat.”  

The hotels were symbols of the golden age of the independence, until the 

tragic outbreak of the war, which targeted early on the hotel sector during the 

                                                           
161  For more elaboration on this idea refer to Chapter 5. 
162 Delpal, Christine, 2001, p. 74. 
163  Ibid. 162, p. 74. 
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first phase of the civil war, known as the two-years war. The Holiday Inn 

hotel had been open for only one year when the civil war erupted, and it has 

been described to be as one of the most beautiful hotels of the world. Being 

the highest hotel in the district, and symbol of the internationalization of 

Beirut the Holiday Inn became more than a strategic target, but also a 

symbolic one under the pretext of anti-Capitalism from the part of the left 

Muslim parties. The famous battle of hotels took place in the newly opened 

Holiday Inn in 1975 which will become a sniper location since then. The hotel 

itself was not the only target, rather the whole sector of the hotels was. It will 

witness one of the most violent outbreak of battles164 which will lead to 

burning the hotel, occupying big number of hotels by both fighting militias 

and to paralyzing the whole sector for the coming fifteen years.  

 

In the re-construction aftermath, Seafront hotels fully recovered except the 

Holiday-Inn hotel which still carries the scars of war, as well as the Saint 

Georges Hotel (Figure 4.67) due to conflict with Solidere about the strategic 

location of the hotel; only the swimming pools keep operating. They stand 

like a live Memory both as witness and survivor of the pre-war, the war and 

the post-war period (Figure 4.65). 

 

  

                                                           
164  Courtesy of Sara Fregonese in http://www.hotelgeopolitics.com/, An-Nahar, 24-03-1976 
p.4, (translated by Imad Aoun)  Fighting in the Hotels area resumed for the fourth consecutive 
day. Foreign reporters who have covered other civil wars around the world before have 
claimed that “no other civil war around the world has seen fighting as intense as what we are 
seeing here today on the Hotels front”. While the heavy cannon shelling might have slowed 
down, the fighting zone has spread out, and the battles have expanded from Starco and 
Hilton along the Bab Idriss Martyr’s Square front all the way up towards Damascus Road 
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Persistence of the Waterfront promenade 
Whereas Martyr Square and the Waterfront space related to the hotels sector 

were subject to aggressiveness and territorial occupation by militia men, the 

public promenade along the waterfront was not a strategic target for this 

occupation. The promenade space was one of the very few public spaces 

which survived during the period wartime. Its linear morphology and its 

being a linear passage place did not encourage for social gatherings, be it not 

for few number of people over a short span of time. Consequently, the space 

did not embody a political threat in itself, a condition which allowed it to 

function as a passage, promenade and a breather in the city. The morphology 

of the “Corniche” seldom changed; apart from the enlargement of a segment of 

it at Ayn-Mreisseh, the overall space kept its linearity until nowadays.  
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MEMORY AND SIGNIFICANCE 
The case study of the Waterfront is de-composed along two main axis: 

Recomposing space and memory of the space. The concept of the Significance 

could be read in three dimensions: History, Memory and the theme of 

Cohesion particularly within the scheme of the future design of public space. 

Relation to the past context 
One of the two main axis of this research is the concept of “memory”, 

“collective memory” and their significance in Public Spaces and the projected 

new designed ones within Solidere’s mater plan for the reconstruction of 

Beirut. History is the archive of the memory; an endless huge repository from 

which we extract what we need to construct and frame a certain memory. 

However a particular reading of Pierre Nora has shown some unexpected 

links with his writings and the case of Beirut in the theme of memory and 

significance. According to Nora, “what we call memory today is therefore not 

memory but already history. What we take to be flare-ups of memory are in fact its 

final consumption in the flames of history. The quest for memory is the search for 

one’s history”165. In his article “between memory and history: les lieux de 

memoire’, Nora lingers over the discourse about Memory and History; he 

depicts History as phase and Memory as an occurring phenomenon; “Memory 

is a perpetually actual phenomenon, a bond tying us to the eternal present; history is a 

representation of the past”166. This would form the point of departure for the 

discourse of attempting to unravel the history of Beirut’s Waterfront, back 

into its history, as far as the oldest cadastral map of the city would permit.      

History in this sense becomes a stepstone and not an end in itself in 

understanding the genesis of Public spaces along the Waterfront and their 

                                                           
165 Nora, Pierre, 1989, p. 13. 
166 Ibid. 165, p. 8.  
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evolution. Many points of resemblance are found with the discourse of Nora; 

of which is the phenomenon of “Collapse of Memory” which Nora describes as 

coinciding with a breakpoint in History. In this particular sense, the 

breakpoint is the outbreak of the Civil war and its duration over fifteen years, 

leading to destruction of the physical environment and the freezing of the 

memory of life in these spaces.  

 

History and Memory in post war reconstruction 
During the post-war reconstruction phase of Beirut Old town, as early as 

under the patronage of UNESCO. The early stage of infrastructure re-

construction allowed unraveling palimpsests of Beirut dating back to the Iron 

Age, Hellenic, Roman until the pre-war period. Many parts of historic and 

archeological value where kept to be incorporated within the future design of 

the city, as well as the public spaces (Figure 4.68 and 4.69).  

The process of reconstruction of the public spaces along the Waterfront 

flattened all the phases of the discovered history onto the same place. The 

result is incorporation of the multi-facets of 6000 years of History in adjacent 

or same spaces. This is where History becomes one big neutral package, the 

selection from which results cannot escape eclecticism in this sense. In the case 

of the new Waterfront, the incorporation of Memory has been in several ways 

(Figure 4.65): 

a- The preservation of the “trace” or traces of the pre-war old shoreline of 

1975, further punctuated by four newly created public spaces ((Ref. Figures 

4.70 throughout figure 4.73). 

b- The use of Water as a symbolic element, reminder of the historic 

existence of the seashore. 



189 | O N  T H E  M A K I N G  O F  P U B L I C  S P A C E S  I N  B E I R U T  
 

c- The unraveled archeology along the medieval fortifications will be 

used to create public spaces adjacent to the findings. This is the case par 

excellence where History seems in total discordance with Memory (Figure 4.66). 

d- Lost opportunities: eclectic use of archeology whereby the “Minet el 

Hosn”(meaning the Fort of the small Port) archeological findings been 

assessed by archeological as either the remnant of an old Fort as its name 

indicates, or a Phoenician port. The archeological site have been totally 

destructed after many sit-ups from the public sector claiming preservation of 

this important historic site, in favor of the development of a trilogy of high 

end towers. 

e- The newly constructed Promenade along the new jetty built on 

backfill, is a continuation of the existing Corniche, and seems to be the only 

known public spaces, probably due to the fact that it is anchored to an already 

existing space and is a prolongation of it. 

f- The new Zaytouna Bay is another Public Space of a linear morphology, 

on the traces of part of the old “Avenue des Francais”; a wood deck on water 

aligned with restaurants and cafes on one side, and yachts marina on the 

other side (Figure 4.67). 

 

Capacity of Cohesion  
The persistent practice of the new waterfront promenade like jogging, 

walking, wandering or rambling which never stopped during the civil war 

despite the fact that the Corniche became a dead end at the point where it 

meets the city centre.   

The Corniche is the only public space which persisted during civil war time, 

when all public spaces in the city centre where destructed. Some critics may 

relate this persistence of the space for it being a linear one in morphology, 



190 | O N  T H E  M A K I N G  O F  P U B L I C  S P A C E S  I N  B E I R U T  
 

which makes it a place of passage, and a place of a practice. Being a place of 

Passage and not gathering allowed the model of this public space to survive 

with its incapacity to become a political platform, which is par excellence the 

case of Martyr Square.  

Despite the significant traces of the shoreline on a new landfill, this space 

didn’t face problems in functioning as it is connected and anchored to the 

existing Corniche.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Figure 4.65: Seafront transformation, 1994 till current date – based on Solidere master plan 

Maps prepared by author N. Hindi based on Solidere master plan 

 

TIMELINE: 

• 1994-2024: Solidere  Master Plan started  

• 2010: Four Seasons Hotel opens on new Waterfront 

• 2011: Zaytouna Bay opens: pedestrian deck, cafes, restaurants 

 



 

 
 Seafront transformation, 1994 till current date – based on Solidere master plan 

 

Figure 4.66: The Castle unravelled in the mid 1990’s  Figure 4.67: Picture by N. Hindi April 2012   

 

 

Figure 4.68: Harbor square (~2011)- Architect: Gustafson 

Porter (UK) 

 

Figure 4.69: New khan antoun beh- Architect: PropAP 

(Portugal) 

 

  

 

Figure 4.70: All Saints Square near anglican church 

– Source: Gustafson Porter (UK) 

Figure 4.71: Zaituneh Square hinge between city 

and waterside– Source: Gustafson Porter (UK) 

Figure 4.72: Shoreline Gardens previously  avenue des 

francais – Source: Gustafson Porter (UK) 

Figure 4.73: Santiyeh Garden previsouly santiyeh 

cemetery – Source: Gustafson Porter (UK) 
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Figure 4.68: TRANSFORMATION OF THE WATERFRONT SINCE 1840 IN DIAGRAMS 
From up downward ,transformation since 1840 till 2024 (projected) 
Maps prepared by author N.Hindi based on cadastral maps 
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CONCLUSION 

The spatial changes are related, at certain moments of history to the regional 

sea trade exchange network, the rise and transformation of port cities along 

the eastern Mediterranean. Public spaces have been discussed in the 

framework of the changes of the waterfront space. The analysis in this chapter 

has been studied in the timeframe spanning from 1840 spanning to post-war 

period. They have been analyzed along four major periods, based on 

transformation along two main criteria; the spatial changes on one hand and 

the functional and economic transformation on the other. These four periods 

describe the continuities and discontinuities in the public spaces generated 

across the four periods. The transformation reveals a development of the 

leisure functions in the direction of the West and the port towards the east 

(Figure 4.68). A first observation is related to the spatial transformation and 

the subsequent separation between leisure spaces and port related activities. 

The leisure function grew towards the West whereas the port function grew 

Eastward. Following the display of the waterfront across its history, another 

observation to be highlighted, is that the waterfront space embodied more a 

function than a place. The following short brief on the four periods will show 

how the space was practiced in each period.  

First period, from 1840 till early 1860’s: The first period represented the 

transformation from a regional trade port rising into a port city. The first port 

was adjacent to old intra-mural city, and the waterfront space was the trade 

network intersection between the intramural Sahat and the wharfs. The Beirut-

Damascus road changed the dynamism of the spatial organization from a 

local port serving the hinterland into a port city serving Damascus and the 

hinterland. 
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Second period, from 1860’s till Independence 1943: this period marks the 

passage from trade to mixed use activities.  This rise of city port coincides 

with the industrial revolution and introduction of train and tramways as 

space components. The waterfront itself is a translated shoreline, an extension 

gained onto the sea, using backfill construction. The first public spaces are the 

result of the overlapping of the city with the space of the port. This 

intersection will be reduced with the opening of arteries towards the sea 

sector and the arrival of the train transversally to the waterfront sector 

without passing through the old city narrow winding streets. 

Third period, from 1943 till early 1970’s (eruption of civil war): this period 

which spans from Independence period to the war eruption marks no more 

changes in the port space which is adjacent to the old city. The port itself grew 

east whereas public space grew west, following the natural geographic 

condition of wind and topography. The waterfront public spaces of this 

period are characterized by a transition from a multifunctional space into the 

representation of an international image.  

Fourth period, from 1994 till early 2024 (civil war aftermath): public spaces 

will constitute a component of the post-war reconstruction master plan under 

the slogan “Beirut: Ancient city of the future”. A major consideration for the 

new public spaces is the capacity of integration within the existing fabric and 

the creation of an image that would complete the new waterfront of the city. 

Their reintegration in the city is a dual-faced challenge: a physical 

reintegration and reconciliation with the past memory of the space.  

The last remark on this chapter will be open the way to the final conclusion on 

the articulation of both Martyr Square and the Waterfront. it related to the 

general changing functioning of Beirut from serving the Caravan road into 
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becoming a major Port-City. This change embodies the change from transit 

ground to the steamship technology, a change which will have its effect on the 

model of public spaces. 
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“Every social space is the outcome of a process with many aspects and 

contributing currents, signifying and non-signifying, perceived and directly 

experienced, practical and theoretical. In short, every social space has a 

history, one invariably grounded in nature, in natural conditions that are at 

once primordial and unique in the sense that they are always and everywhere 

endowed with specific characteristics (site, climate, etc.)” 

Henri Lefebvre, The Production of Space. 
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In the sequence of this research, this chapter precedes the final conclusions, 

and will tackle a reading on the public spaces as a synthesis to the previous 

chapters. The previous chapters tackled a reading and a historical display of 

public spaces on two levels. The first display on public spaces in chapter two, 

studied the public spaces in Beirut along their urban historical evolution in 

the framework of the city transformation and evolution at all levels. This first 

reading of the public spaces in their urban context, allowed some synthesis on 

their types or models as a general reading. This synthesis was made clearer 

when the main factors affecting the city development, transformation or 

growth were highlighted at different times. Some examples of these factors 

covered but were not limited to the administrative-political dimension, the 

expansion of the infrastructural networks and the introduction of new 

functions affecting the social habits. The second level of studying public 

spaces covered two case studies in chapters three and four; the reading of case 

studies zoomed into the studied public space itself covering the 

morphological and functional aspect, as well as the social and political 

dimensions. This reading allowed an understanding of the characteristics of 

these public spaces as entities studied within their immediate context, and 

their capacities for adapting to city transformation in different ways in both 

case studies.  
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PUBLIC SPACES WITHIN DIFFERENT MODELS 

Public spaces in Beirut have been studied along their complex multi-faceted 

dimensions but also in light of the urban history. The synthesis of this study 

will lead to the reading of Beirut as a model, or several models in the display 

of its public spaces. This approach is often followed by researchers on the 

theme of public spaces in the Near-east or middle-east cities, (Métral, 1993:5-6) 

observes in this respect the following in the framework of the study of public 

spaces in the Arabic cities:  

Dans les villes du Proche-Orient aujourd'hui, se côtoient, se superposent, 

s'enchevêtrent (voire s'opposent), plusieurs "modèles" et "types-idéaux" de la 

Cité, chacun étant défini par des valeurs et des concepts qui lui sont propres 

en partie, selon le contexte socioculturel et la période historique: modèles 

arabo-musulmans, ottomans, occidentaux167…  

In the case of Beirut, it has always been a city at the crossroad of different 

empires and invasions and the meeting point of East and West in several 

aspects. Beirut itself played different administrative roles in its geography, 

from being a city under Ibrahim Pasha rule168, to being annexed to province of 

Damascus169, rising in 1888 to capital of Wilaya (which total area was 30,500 

km2), then capital of Greater Lebanon (Lebanon area, 10,450 km2) in 1920 

(Refer to Figures 2.3 and 2.4 in Chapter II).  

Which “model” described the capital of a country whose geography has been 

shaped and re-shaped over its long history? Does Beirut incarnate the 

intersection of several models, the mingling of different concepts, the 

superimposition or the succession of several models? 

                                                           
167  Métral, 1993.  Cahiers de l'Irmac n° 2, pp. 5-6. 
168 Ibrahim Pasha occupies Beirut between 1832 and 1840 and makes it a regional 
administrative city and major seaport like Alexandria in Egypt.  
169   In 1864 Beirut was annexed to province of Damascus. 
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Transition from Oriental to Westernized model  

Based on the premise of Wirth about the centrality of Souq, H. Ruppert170 

(1969 and 1999) adopts the definition of Beirut as “une ville-pont entre l’Orient 

et l’Occident”. In his Doctoral thesis written in the late 1960’s that would be 

translated from the German and published in French in 1999 in a book titled 

“Beyrouth, une ville d’Orient marquée par l’Occident”, he demonstrates this 

transition from an Oriental model into a Western one.                                                         

While Ruppert bases the premise of the transition on the Souq structure171, 

May Davie relates it to the openness of the economy and the infrastructure 

which reshaped the relation of Beirut to both its Syrian hinterland and the 

Mediterranean commercial cities as well (Figure 5.1). It is the era of new 

transportation and communication modes and a redefinition of the Levantine 

Mediterranean cities following new economic considerations.  

“Beyrouth s’ouvre aux échanges et aux rencontres: c’est le temps de la 

Méditerranée, du vapeur et des contacts lointaines avec l’Egypte des 

Khédives, les soyeux Lyonnais et les drapiers Anglais172». 

Ruppert’s reading of Beirut (1999) is based in many aspects on the premise of 

it being an Arabic and Oriental city, structured upon the souq system, both 

morphologically and functionally. He was aware however of the Western 

influence in some of its social aspects, even the functional one. 

The reading of Beirut’s public spaces across its history demonstrates clearly 

this progressive transition from an Oriental character into a Westernized 

                                                           
170   Helmut Ruppert wrote his Doctoral thesis in the late 1960’s about Beirut in the German 
language; the latter will be translated from the German and published in French in 1999 in a 
book entitled “Beyrouth, une ville d’Orient marquee par l’Occident”. Refer to the bibliography 
for full reference.  
171  Refer to Chapter II for a brief overview on medinas and Arabic cities.  
172  Davie, May, 1994. Beyrouth de la ville Ottomane a la ville Française, p. 4.  
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character, or the least to say, a Mediterranean one (Davie, May 1994:4). This 

transition in the mode of life of the public spaces, expressed at the social and 

the functional level cannot be dissociated from the transition of Beirut from an 

Oriental model into a Westernized one.  The term used, ‘transition’ of the 

model of Beirut, depicts more precisely the overall situation than the words 

‘intersection’ or ‘juxtaposition’ process.  

 
Figure 5.1: Railroads in the Ottoman Empire (c. 1914) 
Source: İnalcık and Quataert, 1994: 805.  

Extroverted public life became increasingly a lifestyle. New urban and social 

practices started appearing gradually associated with the change in public 
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spaces urban forms. This westernization entails as well gendering of the 

public space with the increasing outgoing lifestyle of women in Beirut, further 

enhanced with the mandate presence (Thompson 2000:196). New urban and 

social practices like the leisure rituals, la ‘flânerie’ and seafront promenade 

gained increased emphasis.   

The above mentioned ‘transition’ happened at different levels. Briefly I will 

sum up some of the characteristics which have been observed across the 

general history on public spaces as well as the case studies along the four 

dimensions which underlay the study of the public spaces. Functionally, the 

transition was embodied by the introduction of new functions “à la Française” 

like cafés, casinos, cinemas and theaters. On a morphological level, city 

dynamics changed by assigning new uses to existing spaces like the design of 

a menchiyeh or public garden at Sahat al-Hamidiyeh and the introduction of 

tramways and railways connections. Socially, the introduction of the tramway 

in 1907 shortened the distances to the city and made its new public spaces 

accessible to a wider public. Last but not least, the passage of power from the 

Ottoman empire to the French mandate rather favored this shift of the model 

of Beirut from an Arabic city, though undoubtedly an a-typical Arabic one, 

into a Westernized model of a city, that kept on blossoming at a Westernized 

image gaining its nickname of the “Switzerland of the Orient”. 
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Transition from a city with a port to port-city model 

The studies of the two case studies of Martyr Square and the Waterfront 

public spaces led to a reading of the transition of the model of the city from a 

city having a port to a Port-City model. The transformations which these two 

public spaces underwent, led to a macro reading of the urban model based on 

the micro scale reading of the public space. The synthesis on this transition is 

deduced from the reading of the particular based on the general. In other 

terms, it is the case studies which allowed me to deduce this transition of 

Beirut’s urban model from a Mediterranean city facing its hinterland and 

turning its back to the sea, into a Port-City model functioning as a hinge 

between this hinterland and maritime trade. The hinterland model of Beirut 

embodies a connection to Mount-Lebanon and Damascus revolving around 

Martyr Square as a hinge (Figure 5.2, map based on 1840). As early as the 1860’s, 

this model will change following the changing urban dynamics affected by to 

the introduction of the tramway and railway connection, in particular the 

connection to Damascus and the extension of this connection along the 

western part of the city, in a direct connection all the way to the Port (Figure 

5.2, map based on 1860). Starting the 1860’s, Beirut shifted into a Port-City 

model, embodying a crossroad between sea and the hinterland. This transition 

was represented from the shift in the city dynamics: the shift from Martyr 

Square being the network and transit hinge as a space, to the Waterfront 

becoming a multifunctional space. The change in the identity and functioning 

of Public Spaces is a representation of the transition of Beirut from a city 

supporting the hinterland trade road, into a Port-City model supporting 

regional trade between the hinterland and the maritime roads. 
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The study of the public space as a multi-faceted structure based on the 

morphological, the functional, the social and the political aspects, allowed a 

closer reading on the factors shaping the urban transformations. Public spaces 

were affected in various degrees at different geo-political periods, responding 

to internal and regional factors. This explains their capacity to adapt one or 

more of their facets at a time to urban transformation factors in the process of 

the shift of the public spaces from a hinterland model into a port-city model. 

As the city has shifted from a city with a port into a port-city model, both 

interior and waterfront public spaces adapted to urban changing dynamics, 

like infrastructure networks, changing economic modes, political geographical 

boundaries, social practices and modes of life. Whereas the interior public 

spaces of Riad al-Solh and Martyr Square reflected the city local image, the 

Waterfront spaces embodied the image of the city, rising into 

internationalization, and currently racing to globalization.  

This leads to deducing that public spaces can be read in the framework of the 

model of the city as an overall picture. I have deduced as well that any 

reading or understanding of an urban model at a certain period of its history 

cannot happen in isolation of its historic trajectory.  In this respect, the 

unfolding of the history of public spaces in chapter II contributed to the 

reading of the city as a model, and consequently to better understand the 

public spaces in their urban context.  
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Figure 5.2: Shift from hinterland model to port-city model 
Each map is the result of the overlapping of several maps, overlapped and combined by 
author N.Hindi  
Base maps sources: 1841 based on Lloytved map and 1861 map based on Terre de 
Vincennes 
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ON THE MORPHOLOGY 

The unfolding of the public spaces’ history along their formal and 

morphological dimension allowed the synthesis of their reading as systems 

and not as isolated cases or spaces. The most remarkable transition is the 

transition from a medieval fabric into a planned fabric, punctuated by a 

change in function, scale, inter-relations and social practice in some cases. In 

this respect, the medieval tortuous Arabic fabric was a coherent system and 

could not survive the reforms intervention started with the late Ottoman 

interventions. In chapter II, the shift to planned urbanism was highlighted 

with the start of the late Ottoman reforms and the will for improving the 

Ottoman cities. In this chapter a synthesis on this transformation will 

emphasize the disruption of the Sahat or Arabic public spaces, their gradual 

disintegration until their total disappearance.  

Sahat as cohesive networks 
A synthesis on the intra-mural Sahat in Bayroût al Qadîmat, demonstrates two 

premises: first that they constitute a network among themselves, second that 

they existed as an intrinsic part within the overall Souq structure. This reading 

of Sahat as networks echoes the perspective of public spaces as being 

structuring networks within the urban fabric, as raised by Pinto, Remesar and 

Brandão, in the following words: 

Are there public spaces that, through the connections they establish, the 

functions they perform or the socio-cultural dynamics they promote, act as 

“anchors” structuring the entire network of public spaces?173 

Both Souq and Sahat constituted a kind of networks and nodes system: the 

Souq with their linear morphology represent the main commercial activity and 
                                                           
173  A.J. Pinto, A. Remesar and P. Brandão, 2011,  p. 2. 
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contain the flow of people and exchange of goods, whereas the Sahat at the 

intersection of one or more Souq streets, play the role of nodes or anchors 

within the city rhythm. The intricate structure and inter-relation of Souq-Sahat 

constituted a network of commercial exchange and intense social interaction, 

further accentuated by the narrowness of the streets, even roof-covered.  

Bayroût al-Qadîmat, presents a coherent example of the interaction of the intra-

mural Sahat as networks, formed within the network of the Souq. The network 

of these Sahat is supported by the intricate interaction of the formal, the 

functional and the social dimensions. It represented popular encounter 

spaces, devoid of political connotations and no attempts of appropriation for 

political manifestation. The cohesiveness of this network is based on the 

premise developed by Raymond (1998 and 2008) that the Arabic city is a 

coherent urban system, whose coherence is not based on the morphology but on 

its relation between its society and the urban space: 

La ville arabe traditionnelle…. Elle paraît témoigner de l’existence d’un 

système urbain cohérent dont la logique pourrait d’ailleurs expliquer la 

pérennité des grandes villes174  

Raymond based his premises on the Orientalists’ viewpoints; his research 

proves that morphologically the cohesiveness of the Arabic urban system is 

based on the functional logic within the Médina. Be it trade or production 

based, both activities co-existed in the old Arabic city of Beirut, Bayroût al-

Qadîmat and revolved around the main space of the Souq.  

  

                                                           
174  Raymond, A., 1998, p. 55.  
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From networks to rupture 
It was not until the advent of the late Ottoman rule and the will of 

modernization following Western criteria of hygiene, circulation and 

aesthetics, that the network of Sahat started gradually loosing cohesion. The 

consecutive destruction of large sectors of the old Souq which took place 

between the late Ottoman and early French mandate rule resulted in the 

fragmentation of the Sahat networks until their gradual disappearance. The 

loss of dynamics between the networks was put forth by Remesar and Pinto 

(2012) in the following terms: 

Public space is considered as a complex set of elements, linked and related in a 

dynamic way. Therefore, it is this complexity of spaces, connections, 

dynamics, relationships and complementarities that makes up a network of 

public spaces and constitutes the key to the advancement of urban cohesion. 

175   
With the attempts of piercing the city, widening and straightening of the 

alleyways like Allemby and Foch avenues, the relation of Sahat one to another 

within the structure of Souq, was disrupted (Figure 5.3). The Arabic or Oriental 

mode of Sahat of Bayrut al-Qadima lost their cohesive network and dissolved 

completely following the disintegration of the urban fabric. In this nightmare 

of urban growth piercing into the old fabric and adapting Western patterns of 

planning, every public space became self-referential. Probably the best 

example for this is “Place de l’Etoile”, which does not relate to another Sahat or 

public space but rather exists and refers to its own geometry.  

This would take us to the argument that the Souq and the commercial activity 

were the distinguishing element of the Oriental city (E. Wirth: 1975). The 

successive waves of destruction of parts of the insalubrious Souqs led to the 

                                                           
175  Pinto, A.J. and Remesar, A., 2012, p. 16. 
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disruption of the functional flow from one souq to another and to a certain 

incongruity in the urban fabric. The functional rupture is one dimension 

leading to the disintegration of the networks, the imposition of a planned 

urbanism is another reason leading to the total disappearance.  

 
Figure 5.3: From networks to planned fabric 
Diagrammatic maps prepared by N. Hindi   
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ON SOCIAL DIMENSION AND IDENTITY OF PUBLIC SPACES 

This subchapter will highlight the social changes in public spaces based on a 

general reading and not a case by case study. The changes in the social aspect 

were paralleled with changes in the users’ habits, urban practice of spaces, 

social dynamics and distances in the city. Two aspects will be tackled in this 

respect, the social aspect of public spaces as well as the pattern of use, users, 

practices and subsequent identity.  

From spaces of intersection to spaces of transition  
Traditionally in the context of old Beirut, the space of the Sahat embodied 

spaces of intense exchange and interaction: they were spaces of encounter and 

intersection. Located at the intersection of one or more Souq streets, they 

represented an informal sociability based on trade and daily exchange. Sahat 

were as such the only form of public spaces inside the city ramparts, where 

daily life happened whereas the two Sahl outside city walls were already due 

to their own nature, spaces of transit and passage. Those latter Sahat were 

spaces of a dual nature: physical and social. Despite their small scale which is 

barely noticeable in the 1840-41 map176, they offered a rhythmic intersection in 

the informal layout of the souqs streets and a space for break and encounter. 

The spatial composition itself of the Sahat favored a different rhythm from 

that of the souqs and commercial activity; most of the squares consisted of a 

qahwa (café), a birkat (fountain), a hamam177 and khan sometimes. A slower 

rhythm of life will happen within the space of Sahat, favoring social encounter 

and interface among the different communities cohabitating and coexisting 

within the old city. Outside the city, at the fringes of the ramparts, a different 
                                                           
176  Refer to Chapter II for location and identification of public spaces on maps and 
photographs. 
177  For the Arabic terminology of qahwa, birkat, hamam and khan, refer to the Glossary of 
Arabic terminology in the Appendix II. 
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kind of exchange happened, basically an exchange of political news and major 

events of what happened in the hinterland.  

Starting the 1830’s, the city started getting outside its ramparts limits. With 

the developing infrastructure starting 1860’s and the elevation of Beirut to 

rank of Wilaya in 1888, the city was giving off its medieval character. Beirut 

grew in size, the urban fabric changed in scale and proportions, new functions 

happen brining along new users and new practices. The small old Sahat which 

favored encounter are replaced by larger squares, where users are not meant 

to cross one another. Whereas the Sahat of the old city were not a destination 

by their nature, but rather informal places of encounter in the urban daily life 

rhythm, the new extramural ones became spaces of destination and favored 

less the gathering and the intersection among users. With the new public 

garden in its center new Sahat al-Hamidiyeh or as called the Muntazah which 

was previously a Sahl became a destination for new users coming by train 

from outside the city.  

Distances between the spaces became shorter, but at the communication level, 

the users of public spaces got distanced from one another as well. With the 

change in the infrastructural innovations (train and tramway), new dynamics 

shaped the city, shortening the distances and introducing new practices. The 

Arabic Sahat were cross intersection along the daily pedestrian journey and 

remained un-affected by the transportation technology which developed 

outside the old city. The two extramural squares became spaces of leisure, 

promenade and spaces of “flânerie” (Delpal, 1999), for users coming by 

tramway or train. The space which offered the least opportunity of gathering 

is the Avenue des Français which developed since its inception into an avenue. 

Avenue des Français was a promenade avenue, first targeted by the French 
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users and the elite Beirutis, then it became a main popular promenade avenue 

along the coastline. Its linear morphology accentuated its impersonal 

character and it continued developing as a linear passage place. Probably here 

lies one of the factors of its persistence as a place which didn’t present the 

threat of turning into a gathering space. Avenue des Français and later the 

Corniche represented spaces of passage, probably the only form of public 

space which persisted during war and peace period. 

It remains un-doubtful that the advent of the network of tramways installed 

around the city walls in 1907 did not merely shorten the distances brining 

new users to the city and its public spaces, but it also increased the frequency 

of these users by providing them increased comfort and commodity. This led 

to introducing new patterns and frequencies in the use of the public spaces. 

Around this same period, cars flourished after the introduction of the first 

automobile to Lebanon in 1903. Transportation injected a new rhythm to the 

spaces and a faster dynamism: more speed and movement leaves little time 

for encounter and socializing. Socializing moves from open spaces into 

enclosed private ones: cafes and literature club, followed by the increasing 

world of spectacle, with open air theaters, then indoor ones and movie 

theaters in the years of the late 30’s and early 40’s. The Figure 5.4  illustrates 

the increasing transition from the purely encounter spaces which are the Sahat 

to the above described spaces of transition and passage; in orange being the 

encounter or gathering spaces versus the passage ones highlighted in yellow.  
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Figure 5.4: From encounter to passage spaces – Maps prepared by N. Hindi   
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Different practices, different users 
The following will tackle a reading of the public spaces as being a social space 

and physical space at the same time. What A. Madanipour highlights as social 

space and physical space, can serve as a platform for a combined reading of 

the same public spaces: 

The social space is "the spatial implications of social institutions" and is 

studied by sociologists and geographers... The built space, on the other hand, 

focuses on the physical space, "its morphology, the way it affects our 

perceptions, the way it is used, and the meanings it can elicit", which is the 

concern of architects.178  

In this sense, the intramural Sahat were not spaces of clear defined physical 

boundaries; due to their small scale in a tortuous fabric, they were not easily 

identified as spaces in the cadastral maps of the old city. Nevertheless they 

were known by their users and the community at the intersection of one or 

more souqs, even referred to by specific names. These Sahat acted as social 

spaces where intense social encounter and intersection happened, following 

the daily rhythm of the city. Unlike the spaces outside the city walls, these 

latter were part of the daily life happening and were not destined for the 

occasional public events, feasts or holidays. Bayrout al-Qadima presented a 

model of coherent relations between Souq and Sahat. In this perspective of 

considering the space of the Souq as a highly sociable one within the model of 

the Arabic-Islamic city (Beyhum, 1993), the social character of the public 

spaces of Sahat, was lost as the city drifted away from the model of Souq as the 

main structure.  However this shift from social spaces to physical spaces is 

rather a transition process dictated by several factors, be it economical or 

other. The Sahat of the Souq disappeared gradually, leaving ground to the 

                                                           
178 Madanipour, A., 1996, p. 10. 
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extramural collective spaces which became Sahat in their turn with the erosion 

of the city walls. These latter collective spaces urbanized into public spaces, 

had a social character of a different kind.  

At the turn of the nineteenth century, public spaces practice distanced itself 

from trade and exchange which characterized the intramural Sahat. As the 

collective spaces outside the city ramparts developed into new urban forms 

they shifted from being tangent to the city to being part of it. Accordingly, in 

these new urban forms which are the Menchiyyeh meaning the public garden 

and the popular Sahat Assour, the activity and practice of the public spaces 

changed, marked by a different group of users. In this respect, May Davie 

(1994) observed as folow:  

Le nouvel espace qui nait est différent de l’ancien. Il est moins public ou 

autrement public. Réservé à un groupe particulier, il établit moins 

d’interférences entre les différentes strates de la population179. 

  
Figure 5.5: 1920, women at the fountain  
Photograper: Deychamps  - Debbas collection 

Figure 5.6: 1908, Hamidiyan marble 
fountain - Photograper : Bonfils   

                                                           
179   Davie, May, 1994, p.9. 
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The change in the nature of the public spaces doesn’t lie only in the changing 

habits and social practices but also in the different social class of the users. 

The elite class in Beirut has contributed administratively and financially to 

modernize the city and its public spaces, like the garden or the Menchiyeh at 

Sahat al-Hamidiyeh. With the elite class using the public spaces, a decrease in 

the sociability of the space replaces the informal sociability of the previous 

public spaces of the old city. The destruction of the old Souq itself falls within 

the process of appropriation of land from the part of the governing 

authorities. A gradual gentrification of the poorer social strata was leaving 

way to another population appropriating the center. 

The French introduced new patterns of life inspired from their culture180: 

leisure, promenade, ‘flânerie’ and rambling were not practiced in the old Sahat, 

at least not before the late Ottoman period. The fountains of the old Sahat 

where women used to gather, meet and collect water will be replaced 

gradually by different practice and use (Figure 5.5). In the new Squares, 

ornamentation replaces functionality, like the inaugurated ornamental 

Hamidiyan fountain at Sahat Assour (Figure 5.6). Ornamentation replaces 

functionality, leisure replace the functional nature of the old public spaces. 

This openness enhanced by the French presence encouraged an increasing 

outdoor sociability happening in the space of the street itself (Figures 5.7, 5.8 

and 5.9). The flourishing of the leisure aspect along the Avenue des Français, 

bordered by casinos, hotels and pastry houses in the French character 

embodied a free Western atmosphere. 

 
                                                           
180 (Hanssen, 2005:254): “Flâneurs, photographers, and travellers discovered the quays and 
boardwalks for themselves, where formerly the nuisance of customs and health officials and 
the pushing and shoving of bustling porters had kept the port as a place of hasty transit and 
stubborn avoidance.” 
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 USERS AND SPACE AT PUBLIC SPACES 
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 Figure 5.7: 1905-1925: Turkish Café at Place des Canons 

Photographer: Bonfils - Debbas Collection 
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 Figure 5.8: ca. 1925-35 - Anonymous photographer - Debbas Collection 
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 Figure 5.9: 1950-56: Anonymous photographer - Debbas Collection 
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ON THE FUNCTIONAL DIMENSION OF PUBLIC SPACES 

The following sub-chapter will draw synthetic observations based on the 

functional reading of the public spaces.  The following discourse will be based 

on a reading of the functional changes happening in the public spaces and a 

related synthesis. It will discuss as well as the effect of the infrastructural 

development on the public spaces functions, affected by the advent of light, 

transportation or other urban factors.  

As the city drifted away from its oriental urban structure, the function 

supporting the public spaces was changing as well. The mono-functionality of 

the Souq and trade-based structure was replaced by a multi-functional space 

where trade, tertiary services and even leisure co-existed in the same public 

space. Public spaces of the Sahat which were characterized by a mono-

functionality did not adapt to the urban changes and ceased to exist 

gradually. The public spaces which survived urban changes were the 

collective spaces of the two Sahls which originally were not characterized by a 

single function. Starting the late Ottoman period, public spaces of Place des 

Canons and Sahat al-Sour became a juxtaposition of different functions.  

Commercial and leisure activities were complemented with administrative 

buildings, tertiary services, hotels, coffeehouses and theaters. The new 

seafront space embodies the best example of this juxtaposition of several 

functions along the wharf space, where private and public interests intersect 

as well. The public space of the seafront was supported by hotels, nightclubs, 

Orosdi Back department store, a Khan of an open nature Khan Antoun Beh and 
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main administrative buildings like the Imperial Ottoman bank181 later to be 

replaced by Banque de Syrie et Liban. 

The seafront public space is probably a clear example of displaying the 

transition of the public spaces from trade and commercial-base spaces into 

spaces of consumption. Being a space of promenade and leisure, itdisplayed 

the first signs of consumption in the city, celebrated by the presence of the 

biggest department store in the area182, being as well a main destination along 

the pilgrim railroad to al-Hijaz183.  

Another characteristic related to the functioning of the public spaces is the 

introduction of gas lighting to the streets and outdoor spaces in 1887 which 

fostered the users to get out, frequent and socialize in the public spaces. 

Nightlife would not have been possible neither with the presence of the city 

walls. Not only did the city walls delineate for long decades a protective 

barrier between the introverted life of the city and the outside, but it was as 

well an indicator of day and night. The gates were supposed to close at 

sunset; following the busy street life during daytime, no leisure neither 

commercial activity happened at night:  

                                                           
181 (Hanssen, 2005:254): “The decision of the Ottoman Imperial Bank in 1905 to open its new 
provincial headquarters on the first quay was both a reflection of the financial stakes it had in 
the port company and the process of gentrification in the port district.” 
182 (Hanssen, 2005:252): “The Orosdi Back building accommodated the first large-scale 
department store in Beirut. It was part of a Franco-Egyptian chain of department stores 
founded by French businessmen of Hungarian origin in 1855. In Beirut’s watershed year of 
1888, Léon and Philippe Orosdi and Joseph Back began to open branches in Paris, Istanbul, 
Salonika, Izmir, Adana, Aleppo, Beirut, Alexandria, Cairo, and Tunis. The branch in Beirut was 
the first and the largest to open in the Eastern Mediterranean.” 
183 Al-Hijaz is a region in the West of the actual Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, where the Muslim 
pilgrim destination Mecca is located. Beirut became part of the train network connecting the 
Ottoman cities to Al-Hijaz, (Hanssen, 2005:96): “after 1902, a direct Istanbul–Hijaz connection 
converged with the Beirut–Damascus line at Baramke station, Damascus”. 
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‘Everybody dines at seven P.M.; and shortly after sunset the promenade is 

deserted…the gates of the town are closed, and the busy hum of life subsides 

into calm and stillness, as night closes the scene’184. 

A new dimension is introduced to the life of public spaces, new habits are 

brought up to the city life which implied new functions and new practices; 

‘the night opened up for work and leisure’ (Hanssen, 2005:199). Social 

transformations in the city habits were gradual and took many faces; some 

places gained an infamous reputation while others became reputed. Even 

inside the city walls, habits and customs of the inhabitants changed rapidly:  

…Intramural coffeehouses stayed open for up to an hour and a half after 

sunset and became more crowded in the evenings. In contrast to the 

fashionable café culture on Beirut’s promenades, some of the places of leisure 

inside the old city were generally seen as disreputable…185 

The emergence of nightlife activities conquered the old city and the new 

public spaces equally. On the waterside, lighting of the streets brought a new 

spirit that cannot be dissociated from the space function:  

… new coffeehouses mushroomed in the Zaytouneh quarter and further along 

the western seashore from 1860 onwards. They started to attract people from 

all walks of life and soon metamorphosed into respectable institutions.186  

                                                           
184  (Neale, 1851:222) in Hanssen (2005:199) 
185  Hanssen, 2005, p. 199. 
186  Ibid. 185, p. 199. 
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ON THE POLITICAL DIMENSION OF PUBLIC SPACES  

Two aspects will be discussed in the following: the establishment of police 

control as a result to the new nightlife functions and the appropriation of the 

space by the elite class, tightly related to the ruling and governing authorities. 

While city ramparts ensured protection to the city, city gates played the role of 

urban control. They closed at sunset and brought order and control to the city, 

not only functionally but also a kind of a political order. Prior to the 

introduction of gas lighting in 1887, no one was allowed to freely walk in the 

city without carrying a personal lantern at nighttime. In the early 1860’s the 

Wali of Saida addressed a strong warning to the inhabitants of old Beirut ‘to 

bear lanterns on every walk in the Souqs and the streets at night in order to ensure the 

maintenance of law and order in the city’ (Hanssen, 2005:199). Space function and 

urban control became associated since then, the latter being embodied in the 

establishment of corps de garde which played the role of the urban police.  

Corps de garde posts were in charge of controlling the city operation at night, 

not only in terms of security, but also their spatial distribution and proximity 

to residential areas187, as well as they secured the functioning of nightlife 

activities, opening and closure time: 

The distribution of corps de garde posts in Beirut had a profound impact on 

the location and the operating hours of cinemas, cabarets, casinos, taverns, 

and liquor stores. Policemen patrolled the streets to ensure that all the taverns 

                                                           
187 (Hanssen, 1998:55): “…. Such places were forbidden in residential areas, near mosques, 
and - curiously, given their potential threat to public security- in the vicinity of corps de garde 
posts.” 
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and alcohol vending shops which mushroomed in Minet al-Husn, Zaituna, 

and Sahat al-burj between 1901 and World War I were closed at sunset.188 

The in-depth urban change of Ottoman Beirut, or Bayrout al-Qadima is a 

phenomenon that lies in the administrative changes that has its roots in the 

late Ottoman rule and their will for Westernization of the main cities. The first 

political appropriation of public space was embodied in the construction of 

the Petit Serail on Sahat al-Hamidiyeh, as a governmental building controlling 

the whole square. This governmental building will be followed few decades 

later by the construction of the police station in the middle of the square 

space. The elite class financed the transformation of the Place des Canons into a 

Menchiyeh and participated in the gentrification of the port starting with the 

construction of the department store ‘Orosdi Back’189. This could be viewed as 

social appropriation supported by the governing power. In the study of the 

urban history of Beirut, the role of the elite social class cannot be under-

estimated in transforming the functions of the space, but also in imposing a 

direct or indirect appropriation over the public spaces. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
188  Hanssen, 1998, pp. 54-55. 
189 (Hanssen, 2005:254): “After the construction of Orosdi Back, respectable Beirutis began to 
claim the port area as a place of leisure.” 
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ON SIGNIFICANCE OF PUBLIC SPACES: HISTORY, MEMORY AND 
COHESION 

In the following and last part of the discourse on public spaces, the 

significance of the public spaces will be discussed. Three inter-linked aspects 

on significance will be discussed as follow: the first is related to history (past 

and tradition), the second aspect being related to memory (the war in 

particular as a traumatic event) and the third will cast light on the capacity of 

cohesion in the future reconstruction plan in the aftermath of the civil war, 

which is currently in process.  

History, past and tradition 
History could be viewed in this respect as a sedimentation of past experiences 

and practices of space, recollected from different sources, approaches and 

lines of thought, be it the Orientalists, Western and Lebanese authors, and a 

co-relation between the written description and the photographs documented 

at certain moments of history. History has been approached from a multi-

faceted lens and considered as a multi-disciplinary component in an attempt 

to examine the aspects that characterized it most. If history embodied a 

common past for a society at certain periods or moments, then arise the 

question of tradition, tradition as a continuity of practices of the past and the 

ability of reconciliation with this past, or parts of the past. The transition of 

public spaces in Beirut from the Arabic model to a Westernized model makes 

the issue of tradition in the practice of public spaces questionable itself in the 

first place, in a city like Beirut. Unlike the Agora of the Greek city which 

transcends the description of the historical space to become a tradition of 

practice of space, the analysis of the history of public space in Beirut showed 

two discontinued models: while the first Arabic model discontinued socially 

and morphologically, the following Westernized Mediterranean model 
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persisted during the years of the Independence, but could not survive the 

voiding effect of the civil war.  

Though history of public spaces of Beirut revealed two successive models, the 

past itself is checkered and mosaic-like, displaying different social habits and 

practices. The reconstruction phase which followed the war period placed the 

Lebanese society face to face with their past, but in reality with several pasts, 

in an obligation for a national reconciliation. At this point arises the next 

question on reconciliation; which past to choose for reconciliation and which 

values to choose from the past for the future. The infrastructural works of the 

first reconstruction phase resulted in unraveling archeological remnants of 

different historical periods at the rhythm of the historical legends of Beirut, 

having been destructed by seven earthquakes and the myth of the Phoenician 

origin. While the infrastructural works presented the chance of undigging the 

past and the urban palimpsest of the city, it unveiled a deep social identity 

crisis: from which past does the Lebanese society stems out from? Several 

pasts emerged with the reconstruction phase, in the form of archeology, 

unraveled architectural elements and remaining architectural landmarks. 

These witnesses from the past are an accumulation of many pasts; a far 

“Phoenician” past which nurtures the legend of the Phoenix’ resilience, a less 

desirable “Arabic” past reminder of the hard Ottoman occupation, or a French 

influenced past followed by the independence republic times which embodies 

the golden era of Lebanon at its peak in the years of the sixties? This overdose 

in the resurgence of images from the past in the case of Beirut, varying from 

archeological site remains to architectural landmarks, could be paralleled to 

the description by Mark Crinson in his introduction on the issue of past and 

history in the “urban memory” in the following terms: 
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The past is everywhere and it is nowhere. We seem at times overwhelmed by 

the oceanic feeling of a limitless archive, of which the city is the most physical 

example190… 

The issue of significance related to History is paralleled with the unraveling of 

several urban palimpsests from different pasts and histories. Once unraveled, 

the past resides in the spaces and imposes itself as a reality to deal 

transcending the boundaries of History. The appearance of the past, rather in 

the form of broken mosaic-like parts of pasts, will bring up once more the 

Lebanese identity crisis and a question on the definition of tradition. This 

implies a difficult question mark on the practice of public spaces design in 

post-war era, and on the nature and form of future public spaces.  

 

Memory and war trauma 
Several factors are related to the issue of Significance linked to memory: on 

one hand, the memory of the space as derived from history, and on another 

hand the urban memory related to the war traumatic events. History itself 

makes accessible to the public the contents and facts derived from its large 

depository. On another hand, the war have caused a social trauma to the 

Lebanese society and never ended up in a social reconciliation, except for the 

political consensus: the militia groups were partially incorporated into the 

reunited Lebanese army (which was divided during the early years of war) 

and the city remained divided geographically into East and West Beirut, even 

when all barriers and checkpoints have been removed.  

                                                           
190 Crinson, M. (ed.), 2005, p. XI 
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The historical periods were displayed along with their corresponding 

photographs and related literature; a co-relation between photographs, texts 

and maps allowed an understanding of the public spaces from different 

perspectives. Every historical period in the life of public spaces in Beirut is 

impregnated with their own memory. This memory covers all the lived 

dimensions of the space; in this research, it is certainly related to the physical 

form, the social and functional components and finally to the political 

condition at each period. It is a close relation between the historical period 

and the corresponding urban space that Huyssen refers to as “time and 

space”. In his discourse on “present past” Huyssen notes the following: 

As fundamentally contingent categories of historically rooted perception, time 

and space are always bound up with each other in complex ways, and the 

intensity of border-crossing memory discourses that characterize so much of 

contemporary culture in so many different parts of the world today proves the 

point 191. 

While the discipline of history seems to be a distant cold past devoid of an 

emotional dimension, memory is an emotional condition tied to remembrance 

and eclectically chosen facts from the immense archive depository of history. 

In the same way that History is normally written by the victorious party, and 

subject to distortions, omissions or patching, Memory on the other hand 

represents a condition of vulnerability, endeavor and persistence shared 

collectively and across generations. In the same way that discourse on 

Memory started in the western world in the 1960’s following traumatic social 

events like decolonization and holocaust (Huyssen; 2003), the discourse on 

Memory in Lebanon was further nurtured by the traumatic civil war. The 

Lebanese society shared a common destiny standing side by side in their fight 

                                                           
191 Huyssen, Andreas, 2003, p. 12 
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against the Turkish occupation, then again in their common struggle to gain 

their Independence. The common struggle united the Lebanese society across 

the different religious components and rose to become a collective memory 

and even a national memory. Culminating in the traumatic civil war and post-

war aftermath, the discourse of Memory is reaching its borders mixed with 

notions of remembrance, forgetfulness, tolerance and forgiveness. The post-

war situation presented “a crisis of memory” (Crinson; 2005), a condition 

discussed by the author in the wake of modernity in general, in a reference to 

another period and geography. 

Undoubtedly, the only public space which embodied the memory of the 

Lebanese society at all times is Martyr Square throughout its different history. 

The crisis of memory will be discussed in the following discourse on the 

capacity of cohesion of future public spaces spatially and physically to their 

context. As for the notion of memory as related to the traumatic event of the 

war, it will shed light on the new geography of fear that was implanted along 

the Green Line (Figure 5.10), particularly in our case across the public space of 

Martyr Square. The new meaning of Martyr Square as public space was 

described in the following terms in the unpublished doctoral thesis of 

Christine Mady:   

“Permeability between the two parts was limited in time and geography, with 

only five check points that were open on special occasions (Tabet, 1996: 77) 

and the ‘defense of the city had become tantamount to controlling and 

therefore dissecting it’ (Yahya, 1993: 133)192”. 

                                                           
192  Mady, Christine, 2010, p. 141. 
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The Public Space of Martyr Square gained a new significance during the war; 

stripped from all traces of public life, it will be occupied by militia groups and 

saturated with images of the traumatic violence. 

 

Figure 5.10:  map by Chistine Mady, 2010 (unpublished thesis). 

 

Ironically, the assassination event of 2005 and the subsequent Revolution of 

the Cedars occupying the big void of Martyr Square, is the real witness to the 

persistence of the memory of the space as a platform for political protests. 

Another manifestation took place in Riad el-Solh square, as a counter protest 

to the Martyr Square193. Despite the nothingness that appropriated these two 

remaining public spaces, their occupation by the two manifestations is the 

                                                           
193 On the 8th of March 2005, Hizbollah and its allied parties called for a mass demonstration 
in Riad el-Solh square and its surrounding, in response to the Cedar Revolution’s 
manifestation on February 2005. The demonstration aimed at thanking Syria for helping stop 
the Lebanese Civil War and its role in supporting Lebanon’s resistance against Israeli 
occupation. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cedar_Revolution
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Syria
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lebanese_Civil_War
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evidence that the memory of these spaces persisted long after their voiding 

from any form of public life. Almost thirty years separated the users from 

their spaces: fifteen years of civil war (1975-1991) followed by another 

fourteen years of non-using empty spaces (1991-2005), did not hinder the 

citizens from going down and re-appropriate their space, even if it lasted 

hours or a single day (Refer Chapter III, Figure 3.35).  Riad el-Solh square is 

renovated but completely deserted and marginalized by the increased 

security of its difficult proximity to the Grand Serail (currently headquarter of 

the council of ministers) and the surrounding administrative headquarters. 

Martyr Square is not yet designed, except for the sculpture of the Martyrs 

restored and replaced in its original location.   

However the collective or national Memory which seemed dormant for few 

decades, was reawakened with the next recurrent patriotic incidence. When 

history repeated itself in claiming the withdrawal of Syrian armed presence 

from Lebanon in 2005, the citizens reacted in the same way, filling and 

appropriating the same public spaces.. This echoes Crinson’s note on the 

condition of Memory: 

“…Vulnerable in various ways to appropriation and manipulation, and 

capable of lying dormant for long periods only to be suddenly reawakened194”  

Memory draws its contents from history which determines and controls the 

content disclosed to the public, whereas it is itself manipulated by upcoming 

or recurrent events. In this respect, memory is capable of mobilizing the users 

spatially and temporally. 

 

                                                           
194 Crinson, M. (ed.), 2005, p. XIV. 
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Capacity of cohesion 
The third aspect of the public spaces significance relates to the question of 

their capacity of cohesion in the post-war design scheme socially and 

physically. The question on the cohesion should be observed along two 

dimensions: first the actual condition of the nothingness that appropriated the 

spaces since the eruption of the war in 1975 until today, and secondly the 

social crisis of identity typical of post civil-war societies. 

The physical and social fragmentations, of which the civil war is primarily 

responsible, become worse as time goes and little or nothing happens in the 

matter of designing the public spaces. The less public spaces are frequented, 

the more the nothingness will appropriate them, resulting in more social 

polarization and urban disintegration. In relation to the theme of memory and 

use of public spaces, the issue which arises is the absence of public spaces 

from the daily practices of the Lebanese society and their rhythm of life. 

Accordingly, new spaces of non-public nature infiltrate into the social 

practice, unfavorable for public encounter and nurturing further social 

segregation.  The first signs of social reconciliation and physical cohesion 

should be practiced in the public spaces. In this respect, N. Ghoussainy 

stresses on the role of public spaces as major components as spaces of 

encounter and sociability among the Lebanese society: 

L’espace public, actuel ou reconstruit, est alors un des éléments constitutifs de 

la démocratie qui participe à la recherche d’une cohérence culturelle de la 

société et à la reconnaissance de l’Autre. Toute ville nait – ou renait ainsi195.  

The public spaces in the new city centre should play the role of integrating the 

memory of the place, and the memory of practice, where society will have a 

place for encounter and interaction. They will re-set again the concept of 
                                                           
195 Ghoussainy, N. (éds.),  1999, p. 104. 
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centrality of public spaces back into the mind of a polarized divided society. 

Of the three pre-war public spaces, Place de l’Etoile, Riad el-Solh square and 

Martyr Square, the first two have been reconstructed as they were prior to the 

war, while Martyr Square is next on the reconstruction schedule196. As 

discussed in the chapter on the History of Public Spaces, new public spaces 

were conceived in Solidere’s master plan following new criteria of which the 

incorporation of the archeological remnants within the Heritage trail (Refer to 

Encadré 4), and making public spaces around some of the archeological 

findings. One of the example for the latter case is the design of a new public 

space which is the “Roman Baths garden”, a landscape designed area along the 

findings of remnants of the Roman baths discovered near the Grand Serail. 

However the problem remains in the lack of a public at all in all the new 

public spaces, except whenever temporary or momentary organized events as 

concerts or exhibitions take place.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
196 Refer to Chapter II for elaboration on the reconstruction of public spaces 
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ENCADRÉ 4:  THE HERITAGE TRAIL 

 

 

The Beirut Heritage Trail, a project by Solidere in collaboration with the Ministry of Culture - Directorate 
General of Antiquities and the Municipality of Beirut, links archeological sites, historic public spaces and 
heritage buildings over a 2.5 km walking circuit in the historic core of the Beirut city center. Celebrating 
the multilayers of Beirut’s rich heritage, the Beirut Heritage Trail reveals the story of 5,000 years of 
history and takes the visitor through a historic journey of the key sites and monuments.  
The circuit will start at the Beirut Souks, which retain the 2,500 year-old ancient street grid and Ottoman 
access gates, and incorporate several archeological remains including the Phoenico-Persian quarter, the 
city wall and moat, the restored Mamluk Zawiyat Ibn Iraq and Majidiya mosque. Among the sites 
featured in the trail are the Emir Munzer mosque, the Roman Baths, Riad El Solh Square and the Grand 
Theatre to name a few.  
http://www.solidere.com/city-center/history-and-culture/heritage-trail 1/12/2014 
Heritage Trail Map – Source: Solidere Report Beirut City Centre: developing the finest city centre in the 
Middle East. 

 

http://www.solidere.com/city-center/history-and-culture/heritage-trail%201/12/2014
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The discourse is leading naturally to the question if temporary activities and 

events on one hand and temporary public spaces on the other hand as a first 

step in bringing a war-torn society together and back into the no-man’s land 

of the city centre. Temporality of use in public spaces could be considered as a 

tool for achieving urban cohesion in a post-trauma polarized city, on the 

physical and social level.   This question on the capacity of temporary public 

spaces to bridge gaps among society (C. Mady: 350) was tackled and described in 

the following:  

The need for reconciling the fragmented Lebanese society and reintroducing 

urban public spaces has partly instigated the emergence of temporary spaces 

all over Beirut197.  

In line with the sequence of the discourse on the history of public spaces, an 

intersection between temporality of use and the traditional or historic public 

spaces would be of interest. Occupying the space in temporary activities or 

organized events will bring them back to practice at the rhythm of the city.  

 

Impersonal spaces of the city 
In the aftermath of reconstruction of a new waterfront out of the backfill, the 

resulting spaces are attractive for several reasons, from being new public or 

better said open spaces in an increasingly congested city, being well equipped 

as infrastructure (lighting, pavement..), wide space for public events, cycling, 

promenades, and as mentioned before being an extension of the existing 

space. However as attractive as these spaces are, citizens cannot relate them to 

the pre-war spaces. The new waterfront promenade created space is totally 

new, supporting a new skyline for the city, striving to re-locate itself on the 

global map, with the relatively quick rise of GCC cities (Gulf countries) like 
                                                           
197 Mady, Christine, 2013, p. 350. 
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Dubai. The result of impersonal spaces echoes the writings of A. Madanipour 

about impersonal spaces:  

Creation of new public spaces is, therefore, part of the larger process of 

creating spectacles in the cities.....New public spaces of the city are therefore 

one of the vehicles of changing the image of cities in a very competitive global 

marketplace and a re-entry of a finite commodity, land, back into the local 

markets.198  

The example of the new waterfront is an attempt of intersecting history and 

memory through reiterating same uses and practices. However the newly 

created image dissociates the space from its significance in the memory of the 

citizens. The latter dissociation brings up the risk where Memory and History 

in public space would signify a Spectacle. 

Another quick note on the impersonal character is related to the search for the 

persistence of memory in the process of designing in the after-math 

reconstruction process. Architects and designers tend to choose elements 

which existed previously in the space to re-establish this link with the past. 

Without lingering on the newly designed spaces, it is worth mentioning the 

use of the fountain199 as an element of composition of the public space, in an 

attempt to bring back the memory of the space as it remained in the mind of 

the Lebanese. An example of this element is the Intabli fountain 200(Figure 5.11) 

which used to be a landmark in the practice of the city; users stopped for 

having a juice around the fountain along their shopping journey. The same 

fountain was kept in the space of the newly designed Beirut Souqs, at the 

                                                           
198 Madanipour, Ali, 2003, p. 198  
199  For more information of the structure of the old Sahat and the birkat (fountain) refer to 
chapter II.  
200  In the pre-war times the Intabli fountain was a spot next to the Intabli retail where 
Lebanese refreshments and juices were sold and consumed around the fountain. 
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intersection of alleyways. In an attempt to transcend time and the change of 

the traditional practice of Souqs, the resulting space (Figure 5.12) is constantly 

devoid of public, at the risk of turning this fountain feature into an 

ornamentation borrowed from another time and space.           

The persistence of the memory in elements like the fountain 

 

 

Figure 5.11: 1970’s: Intabli fountain in front 
of the juice shop, at Souk Ayass –Unknown 
picture 

Figure 5.12: Intabli fountain Square- designed 
by Rafael Moneo in Beirut new Souqs 
Source: http://www.solidere.com/city-
center/solidere-developments/open-
spaces/intabli-fount, Consulted: 11/25/2013 

http://www.solidere.com/city-center/solidere-developments/open-spaces/intabli-fount
http://www.solidere.com/city-center/solidere-developments/open-spaces/intabli-fount
http://www.solidere.com/city-center/solidere-developments/open-spaces/intabli-fount
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EPILOGUE  

Contextualizing public spaces  
Reflections on public spaces on Beirut would not have been possible without a 

thorough projection into its urban history. At risk of being drifted with previous 

urban models and theories, I have considered the starting premise that every city 

has its own peculiarities dictated by its complex historic trajectory. Beirut is no 

exception to this rule, and failure to consider it as such would have not allowed 

an anatomized analysis of its public spaces. Beirut followed a checkered urban 

evolution pattern and followed different rhythms and dynamics of growth, its 

public spaces reflect these conditions and aspects.  

A synthesis of this display of the urban history of public spaces reveals that the 

same public space can follow intense rhythms of changes at some period of its 

history, and remains almost unchanged over other periods. Different 

observations were deduced from the two cases studies of the Martyr square and 

the Waterfront space. Both spaces followed different trajectories in their 

development and played different roles in the city.  

Martyr square stopped following the regional rhythm of growth and 

development. Despite the failed master plans proposals for its extension towards 

the sea, the square remained an enclosed square confined in a given context, 

incapable of growth towards the sea. This confinement within the urban fabric 

made it a central square at the heart of the city. Its role transcended its being the 

transportation hub for the city which regulated its civic beat to becoming a 

political platform at turning point of the national history. In contrast to this 

confinement within the urban fabric, the Waterfront public space unremittingly 

found its way of expansion by gaining landfill on water; it almost became a 

tradition to backfill and dump the city rubble onto the water. By representing the 

http://www.wordreference.com/enfr/unremittingly
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image of the city with its prestigious hotels lining the promenade, the waterfront 

succeeded in keeping up with the rhythm of internationalization, and still 

competes to gain a global position in the war aftermath. 

 

Memory geared to space and practice 
In post-traumatic reconstruction situations, this dimension of the memory is 

necessary for the success of integration. Martyr square and Waterfront public 

spaces offer two good examples on the issue of memory as related to space and 

social practice. Whereas Martyr square is characterized by a defined geography 

and boundary since its inception, waterfront public spaces have been redefined 

several times following the changing seashore line since 1840 till nowadays. The 

enclosed space of Martyr Square is impregnated with a memory anchored in a 

specific location and context. It is a space-specific memory in the case of Martyr 

Square versus a practice-specific memory which characterizes the Waterfront 

public spaces. Despite the physical freezing of the public spaces in the city centre, 

their memory never faded and reemerged years later at certain political 

instances201. Depicting the condition of the public spaces, it was as if their users 

have never been away, and the space has been waiting for them to fill the voids.  

The memory of the space practice persisted across the years, the users have 

changed over generations but the memory of the square practice didn’t. National 

Memory is present in the mind of the Lebanese, expatriates, emigrants and 

locals; any discourse on the appropriation of the public spaces and the 

resuscitation of their significance cannot be dissociated from their historic 

practices in their social and political context. Failure to resuscitate these patterns 

of practices will result in new spaces in search of a new reference. Does another 
                                                           
201 In reference to the successive political manifestations between 2005 and 2006 in Martyr 
Square and Riad el-Solh square. 
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line of search exist beyond the continuities and persistence emanating out of past 

traditions and practices? Does it respond in the first place to the original slogan 

of the reconstruction set by Solidere, the company of reconstruction itself: “Beirut: 

Ancient city of the future”? Which past for which future, whom past to be 

reconciled with whom future? 

 

On missing dimensions 
One of the missing dimensions on public spaces in Beirut was the scarcity of art 

and public art, if not the total absence in most of the cases. This absence is an 

indication of a condition and is a common characteristic for all the public spaces 

in Beirut. It will be worth opening a bracket on this issue in future research and 

consider how this absence has been compensated for in the other aspects of the 

public space. 

 

CONCLUSION  
The point of departure was questioning on post war Public Spaces within the 

context of a socially and geographically polarized Beirut. Public spaces were 

studied within the framework of the urban and administrative development of 

Beirut. A display of different components of public spaces across different 

periods of history led to understanding their characteristics. As introduced in the 

first chapter, the methodology followed in the research was considering the 

Public Spaces as a multi-dimensional product of four components: the 

morphological, the functional, the social and the political dimensions. Based on 

the historical display on the Public Spaces, a discourse tackled their evolution 

from this multi-dimensional perspective. This perspective clarified which 

components persisted and which ones discontinued across their historical 
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evolution. It highlighted dominant characters of these spaces at certain moments 

of their history, whether it was the social aspect, the political environment or a 

combination of one or all the components.  

Beirut has a checkered urban history which makes it impossible to study public 

spaces in isolation of the urban context. Its public spaces are the product of the 

territorial and regional geographic changes over time. They are a complex 

sedimentation of various factors, and accumulate significance in different ways 

across their history.   As seen throughout this research, the spatial organization 

of the regional territory was that of different Arab provinces under the supreme 

rule of the Ottoman Empire spanning 400 years, before the transitional rule of 

allied forces which reorganized the territories inherited from the fall of the 

Ottoman Empire into independent countries with their actual boundaries. 

Provincial territories developed into autonomous self-ruled countries generating 

different practice in the public spaces. This approach led to the premise that 

public spaces are the microcosm and the reflection of dynamics taking place at a 

regional macro level. At different moments of history, this microcosm is either a 

full or a partial reflection of the urban and territorial changes taking place 

regionally and affecting Beirut.  

The following conclusive observations were drawn from observing public spaces 

within the city framework. Some observations were derived from observing the 

developing pattern of public spaces dynamism as a resulting product of the 

urban development. The first observation is a top-bottom approach, based on the 

premise that public spaces are the product of their different components 

developed in relation to the urban context. The second observation approach is a 

bottom-up approach, deriving conclusions on the model of the city based on the 

transformation of the public spaces themselves across their history.  
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A conclusive note on both approaches sheds the light on the importance of 

associating and linking the discourse on public space to its urban history. Not 

only does the narrative on the urban transformation constitute the background 

for approaching public space, but equally important is to derive observations on 

the city model based on the public spaces discourse. Both tools of reflecting upon 

public spaces in the city framework or reflecting on the city based on its public 

spaces help derive conclusions and observations on both the city and its public 

spaces condition. 

Another note on reflecting upon the city and its public spaces arises on the 

identity of public spaces as non-dissociated from its design. Failure to associate a 

public space design with an identity will leave the door for interpretative 

practices. The relation of a physical space to its intended identity and significance 

cannot be underestimated. This latter reflection upon the public spaces and 

identity stems from the beginning of the research structure: what are the public 

spaces? For whom are the public spaces?   

During the civil war, the destruction of the public spaces had a double effect; it is 

a formal destruction as much as a social one. This destruction resulted in the fact 

that public spaces disappeared totally from the daily life rituals, in an attempt to 

dismantle social life and its components. Seen from another perspective, this 

destruction of public spaces and public life means more than any other time 

before that public life in all what it entails in terms of social cohesion happens in 

public spaces.  

Questioning on the past history of an existing public space or designing a new 

one, both processes are inter-related and necessary for any coherence in the 

future. In the case of public spaces, the past and the future are the two sides of 

the same coin. Every Space is invented, generated or re-generated this way.  
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http://almashriq.hiof.no/general/700.arts/770.photography_and_photographs/779/contemporary/fareeds-picts/
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APPENDICES 

APPENDIX I 

Definition of Arabic terminology of public spaces 
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Figure A.1: Maïdan, Maidan or Maydan    ميدان 
It is a word which has its origin in Arabic, Persian, Indian and Urdu 
languages, referring to a kind of space like a common ground, a space 
with loose boundaries, a stretch of land of no geometric definition, which 
could be used as a military training camp or a big space with loose 
boundaries for display and parades.  According to James Stevens Curl’s 
“A Dictionary of Architecture and Landscape Architecture”, three definitions 
apply to this type of space, an “Open space in or just outside an Indian or 
Central Asian town, used for ceremonial occasions, parades…” or an 
“Esplanade” or even a “Market place”.  
Anuradha Marthur0F

202 lingers on the ability of these spaces to be a 
common ground for different cultures while being neutral and 
anonymous: 

In cities of increasingly circumscribed social, racial, or economic 
enclaves, the maidan has come to both symbolize and provide neutral 
territory, a ground where people can gather on a common plane. It is a 
place that offers freedom without obligation. This ability to accommodate 
a diverse range of social and political structures makes the maidan an 
extremely significant space in the city. It is a place where people can 
touch the spirit of commonness. 
 

 

                                                           
202  Marthur, A., 1999, p. 215. 
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Al Sahla, Al Sahl    سهلة or سهل 
The word means has its origin in Arabic language and means an open 
field, a plain or open landscape.. Sahla or Sahl have a similar nature of 
maidan in terms of the flatness of the landscape, and somehow the 
undefined nature of boundaries. The meaning of this space forms a 
continuity of the maidan urban form in some cases, showing a less 
nomadic character than the latter in this sense. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Figure A.2: Al Sahla, Al Sahl 
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Sâhat     ساحة  
The word is closest in meaning to what is commonly referred to as 
Square, Space, or Public Space, a Yard, or even a Domain. Sâhat are spaces 
of gathering for people of different social and religious backgrounds, 
where commercial activities happen intensely on daily basis (Figure A.3).  
According to Fadi Tofeili, the Arabic language links the word Sâhat to the 
existence of running water: 

“The etymology of one term for “square,” sahat, stems from the concept 
of running water over a level terrain; and from this, as described by the 
thirteenth-century encyclopedic Arabic dictionary Lissan Al Arab, comes 
the idea of traveling by land for worship and spirituality”202F

203. 
 

 

Figure A.3 and A.4: Sâhat, with fountain in the middle 
 
 
 
 
 

 

  

                                                           
203 Tofeili, Fadi, “The Square” in Portal 9 Issue #2, Spring 2013.  
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Sabil, Birkat, Nafourat    سبيل , بركة  ,نافورة   
The three words Sabil, Birkat, Nafourat refer to sources of water or places 
contaning water. The word Sabil refers to Water fountain, Spring, flowing 
water or a Source of drinking water (Figure A.4). Birkat refers more to the 
water pond or container itself, whereas Nafourat refers to the fountain 
cascades or the water sprinkling forms.  
Water is an essential feature of life in the Arabic City, more particularly in 
the Islamic belief; it has a metaphoric and ideological significance as it is 
the source of life itself, as mentioned in parts of the Quran, the holy 
book for Islam: 

“And We have made from water every living thing. Will they not 
then believe?” [Al-Anbiya/Qur’an 21:30]  

 َوَجَعْلنَا ِمَن اْلَماِء ُكلَّ َشْيٍء َحيٍّ أَفََال يُْؤِمنُوَن 
      سورة األنبياء

Being an integral part of Islamic beliefs, Water is needed as part of daily 
life rituals and needed to perform the ablution ritual (wudhu) prior to each 
and every prayer throughout the day. It is very common to find ablution 
areas with running water within the mosque precincts, source of life and 
purification.  
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Muntazah , Menchiyeh   منتزه ,منشيّة 
The word Muntazah is derived from the verb of “nuzha”, ie to make a 
promenade, go on a ride or a walk. The word Muntazah itself refers to a 
place of promenade, walk, stroll or ride, but not necessarily referring to a 
linear morphology. It is closer in its meaning to a gathering space, a 
recreation ground or even a kind of garden and park (Figure A.5). 
The word Menchiyeh does not exist in the Arabic language: it might have 
its origin in another language. However in the context of the nineteenth 
century Beirut, the same space was designated by Menchiyeh or Muntazah. 
The meaning of the word Menchiyeh will be derived from its designation 
at this period and its use as well: it referred to greenery space, a garden or 
a park.  
 
 

 

Figure A.5: Muntazah , Menchiyeh   منتزه ,منشيّة 
 
 
 

  



259 | O N  T H E  M A K I N G  O F  P U B L I C  S P A C E S  I N  B E I R U T  
 

Corniche   ُكوْرنِيش 
It is a word which has its origin in the French language, referring to a 
road running along the coast, or a pedestrian seaside promenade or 
esplanade (Figure A.6). The word was introduced to Lebanon during the 
French Mandate period referring to the seaside promenade space, like the 
Corniche promenades in South France. The word is used now currently in 
Lebanon in common reference to any stretch of pedestrian promenade by 
the seafront and became part of the Arabic language (mostly used in 
Middle East countries which fell under French rule). 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Figure A.6: Corniche   ُكوْرنِيش 
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zouqâq    زقاق 
This word from the Arabic language refers to spaces like alley, alleyway 
and narrow street (Figure A.7 and A.8). It is not commonly used anymore, 
probably due to the lack of pedestrian roads. In actual times, all roads 
whether destined for pedestrian or car use are referred to with the same 
term (Tariq). Zouqâq may refer as well to a dead-end or cul-de-sac 
pedestrian road. When used, it carries connotation from an Arabic frame 
of time, geography or influence.  
 
 
 
 

  
Figure A.7 and A.8: zouqâq    زقاق 
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soûq, suq     سوق 
This is another Arabic word which refers to bazaar, the oriental market-
place or permanent market (Figure A.9). The morphology of the soûq is 
variable from one city to another (linear, central, and others). They could 
be covered or not, but they are characterized by a continuity of the retail 
activity along the market. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

  Figure A.9: soûq, suq     سوق 
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APPENDIX II 

Glossary of Arabic words 
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Architecture 
Bab, باب : old city portal or gate, usually it is an integral part of the rampart or 

wall during medieval times.  

Borj or Bourj, برج : means a tower, a high structure accessible with stairs used as 

control point. 

Hammam, حمام : Turkish bath, a public bath within the community, characterized 

by gender separation (same Hammam serves women and men at different times). 

Hadiqat, حديقة : is an Arabic word, it means garden.  

Khan, خان : is the Persian name (often used in Middle-East), meaning a 

caravanserai, a roadside kind of inn or motel for travelers journeys. They 

supported the flow of commerce, information, and people across the network of 

trade routes especially the Silk Road. 

Locanda, لوكاندة : is originally an Italian word meaning a boutique hotel. 

Qahwa or qahwat, قهوة : means a popular café or neighborhood café; in this 

context it is frequented by a male clientele.  

Ras, راس : an Arabic word designating a protruding cap in the sea. 

Saraya, سرايا  : the word is Arabic and means palace, and can have different 

connotations than the word Serail.  

Serail, سراي  : the word is French and refers to seraglio, or the residence of the 

Sultan. However in the context of Beirut the word started referring to 

administrative or governmental buildings under the French rule (e.g. le Petit 

Serail) 

Sour, سور  : the city rampart 

  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Trade_routes
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Silk_Road
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Urban Space 
Bayrout al-Qadima, بيروت القديمة : refers to Old Beirut in Arabic terms.  

Medina, مدينة : an Arabic word meaning city (medieval).  

Rassif, رصيف : means harbor dock, quay or the wharf.  

Sansoul, سنسول  : an Arabic word meaning a jetty protrusion into water.  

Wilaya, Vilaya or Vilayet, والية : the word is used in both Turkish and Arabic, it 

means a province with delineated geographic borders. 

Terms used during civil war 
Khatt al-Tamass, خط  التماس: means literally the contact line. 

Ma’abar, معبر : means usually the passage - in wartime time it referred to the 

access point at hot spots between the different conflict areas. 

Hayiz or Hajiz, حاجز : is the checkpoint under the control of gunmen or 

militiamen. 

Ranks 
Emir, امير : meaning Prince.  

Wali , اليو  : the governor, the alderman of a province (Wilaya).  

Miscellaneous  
Khoubz, خبز : means bread.  

Hurriya, حرية : means freedom, liberty, independence.  

Milaha, مالحة : refers to maritime activity, navigation and shipping. 

Qamh,  قمح : means wheat or grains.  

Samak, سمك  : means fish.  

Silsilah, سلسلة  : means chain 

Shohada, شهداء  : means martyrs. 

Yahoud, يهود : means Jewish (as social group). 
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GLOSSARY ENDNOTES 

SOLIDERE s.a.l.: is the company commissioned the planning and management 

of Beirut central district following the civil war period. it is a private company 

backed from the public authorities.  It stands for Société libanaise pour le 

développement et la reconstruction de Beyrouth, standing for “The Lebanese 

Company for the Development and Reconstruction of Beirut.” It was founded on 

5 May 1994 by Prime Minister Rafik Hariri and was incorporated as a privately 

owned company listed on the stock exchange, first on the local market then as an 

international stock exchange market.   

 

  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Prime_Minister_of_Lebanon
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rafik_Hariri
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APPENDIX III 

Timeline of events 

 

 

 

 

 

  



BEIRUT TIMELINE

WORLD EVENTS YEARS
LOCAL POLITICAL 

EVENTS

TRANSPORTATION 

NETWORKS

ARCH. ‐ URBAN 

EVENTS
MASTER PLANS

WATERFRONT & 

HOTELS
MARTYR SQUARE

1516

1772

1830

 

1832

1835

1839

1840

1843

1849

1832‐1840: Egyptian 
occupation of Beirut 
by Ibrahim Pasha

1839: Declaration of 
Tanzimat  Reforms

Kh A t B h

1840: Beirut capital of Wilayet of Saida
Locanda Antonio 
Bianchi outside city 
walls, and one by Habib 
Rizkallah

1849: Hotel de l'Europe: 
1st hotel on old Port

Before 1772: Square 
known as “Maidan” ‐ 
Southern part known 
as Al‐Bourj Square 
following the name of 
“Bourj el Keshif”

A
R
A
B
S 
R
U
LE

1832‐1840: Ibrahim 
Pasha makes Beirut a 
regional administrative 
city and major seaport 
like Alexandria (Egypt)

1835‐1840: Public works 
program to improve 
strategic infrastructure

Sultan Selim I grants 
Emir Fakhr ad‐Din I a 
semi‐autonomous reign 
in Lebanon

1830‐1860: Medieval 
Port enlarged, 
improvement of wharfs 
and docks

Bayrout al‐Qadima 

starts getting outside its 
walls limits

Hotel Bellevue opened: 
1st hotel in Zaytouneh, 
later will be Cercle 
Militaire

Al‐Bourj Square  called 
“Place des Canons”

1853

1855

1856 a branch in Beirut

1859

1860

1862 Lighthouse built at Ras Beirut

1863

1864

1864: Beirut annexed to province of Damascus

1869

1876

1878

1883

1884 Construction of Grand Serail

1885

Original Seafront 
promenade initiated 

Khan Antoun Beh 
constructed on the 
harbour (biggest Khan)

Grand Hotel d'Orient 
(Bassoul) opened

1859‐1863: Beirut‐
Damascus Carriage 
Road completed

Ottomans dump Bab al‐
Silsilah and construct 
jetty

French troops enter 
Lebanon after 
sectarian war in 
Mount Lebanon

Suez Canal opened: 
shifting importance 
towards the East 
Mediterranean 
shoreline

Loss of Balkan 
territories results: 
Ottoman government 
assumed increased 
importance to Arab 
provinces 

1860‐1876: Three main 
roads achieved: Road to 
Damascus, Road to 
Saida, Road to Tripoli

1863: Hotel des 
Voyageurs owned by 
Greek dragoman 
renovated to "Hotel de 
l'Univers"

Late 1860's: Khan 
Fakhry Beh constructed

Construction of the 
Petit Serail  ‐ 
Inauguration of Sahat 
al‐Hamidiyeh , known 
also as Menchiyeh

O
TT
O
M
A
N
 R
U
LE

Ottoman Imperial Bank 
opens 

1862: Al Bourj Square 
rid off its military 
function: leveled and 
transformed into a 
promenade and public 
holidays ground

Complete destruction of 
old city walls

1887 Introduction of Gaz lighting

1888 Beirut: capital of a  1890‐95: Enlargement



BEIRUT TIMELINE

WORLD EVENTS YEARS
LOCAL POLITICAL 

EVENTS

TRANSPORTATION 

NETWORKS

ARCH. ‐ URBAN 

EVENTS
MASTER PLANS

WATERFRONT & 

HOTELS
MARTYR SQUARE

1890

1893

1895

1900

1903 First automobile in Lebanon

 

1907  

1908

1909  Al Hijaz Railway constructed  

Beirut placed on pilgrim road to Mecca

1914

1915

1916

1914‐18: World War I 1918 Frensh enter Lebanon

1920

1921

Following the 
declaration of the 
Constitution at 
Constantinople, it was 
called , Hadiqat  al‐ 
Hurriya  (Place de la 
Liberté) or Sahat al‐ 
Ittihad  (Place de 

Turkish authorities 
publicly executed 21 
Syrians and Lebanese 
in Damascus and 
Beirut ‐ Place des 
canons renamed 
Martyr Square

Foire‐Exposition  in 
Martyr Square

Declaration of 
Constitution of 
Constantinople

1895: Ottoman Jetty 
constructed: 800m long

Turkish to demolish big 
part of Souq streets

San Remo conference 
(Post WW I): 
d i i t ti f th

Beirut capital of Greater 
Lebanon

1915‐16: Sykes–Picot 
Agreement

1915: Zeytouni area 
constructed out of 
backfill resulting from 
the old city's rubble

Railway Connection 
between Damascus‐
Beirut (Qarantina) 
accomplished

LA
TE

 O
TT
O
M
A
N
 R
U
LE

 Introduction of the five 
lines of Tramway

Opening of Railway at 
Port: In honour of 
Sultan Abdülhamid II’s 
silver jubilee

Wilayet

Opening of Orosdi Bak 
department store: In 
honour of Sultan 
Abdülhamid II’s silver 
jubilee

1890 95: Enlargement 
of the Port: by a French 
company with local 
entrepreneurs

1921

1923

1926

1927 Opening of Airpot in Beirut

1929

1930

1932 Danger Plan: first masterplan for Beirut

1933 Avenue des Francais Hotel Saint Georges

1934 lit: Nightlife emerged Delahalle plan: master plan ‐ non executed

1935 1934: Bain Francais

1936

1939

1940

1941

1939‐45: World War II 1943

1944

1945

1948 1951: Prime minister

Riad Al‐Solh
1950 assassinated

1951  on a visit to Jordan 

1953

1954

1956

Egli master plan ‐ non 
approved

1st Arab‐Israeli war: 
declaration of state 
of Israel

1926: Hanging three 
people on Martyr 
Square

1951‐54: General 
master plan approved 
(based on earlier 
proposals)

Cinema Opera built in 
Martyr Square

Mid‐1930's: Four 
movie theaters: Roxy, 
Dunia, Empire and 
Radio City

1953: Cinema Rivoli 
constructed and 
square enlarged

Martyr Square

Monument for the 
martyrs disfigured by a 
mentally disturbed 
man in 1948

1930: First memorial 
to the hanged martyrs 
unveiled on Martyr 
Square (by Yussef 
Hoyek)

1950: Petit Serail torn 
down

Hotel Normandy 
(Continental Hotel)

1934: Ottoman Jetty 
prolongated by 450m.

Sep 1, 1920: General 
Gouraud proclaims 
State of Lebanon

administration of the 
former Ottoman‐
ruled lands of the 
Middle East 1920‐1929: Extension of 

Port: strategic for the 
Frensh troop

1930's: Construction of 
Place de l'Etoile  and 
Place Debbas

22 Nov. 1943: 
Independence

Suez Crisis (Tripartite 
Aggression): an 
invasion of Egypt by 
Israel, followed by 
Britain and France

Doxiadis Associates 
master plan

Ecochard plan: master 
plan ‐ non approved

1948: Wave of 
Palestinian refugees 
enter to Lebanon

FR
EN

C
H
 M

A
N
D
A
TE

1956

1957

D
EN

C
E

Britain and France

1957: Statue for Riad el‐
Solh (Mazzacurati) in

master plan

Civil disturbances in 
Lebanon: US marines 
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LOCAL POLITICAL 

EVENTS

TRANSPORTATION 

NETWORKS

ARCH. ‐ URBAN 

EVENTS
MASTER PLANS

WATERFRONT & 

HOTELS
MARTYR SQUARE

1958

1960

1961

1962

1964

1965 electric Tramway lines

1967

1971

1975

1977 APUR: plan for Beirut 

1982

Demarcation Line 
(Green Line) splits 
Beirut to East and West

13 April 1975: Civil 
war erupts

Dec. 1975 Black 

Saturday : mutual 
confessional killing 
started

Corniche segment 
executed as planned by 
Ecochard Plan

C
IV
IL
 W

A
R

IN
D
EP
EN

D

1991: end of war; Taif 
Agreement and new 
formulation of 
government

Israel invades South 
Lebanon and enters 
Beirut

First post‐war 
t l d b

1975‐76: Martyr 
Square, a battleground 
and a militia 
checkpoint

1975‐76: Battle of 
Waterfront Hotels

Phoenicia 
Intercontinental opens

1962‐1975: Installation 
of International hotels: 
Holiday Inn, Hilton

1960: Martyrs Statue 
by sculptor Renato 
Marino Mazzacurati

Arab‐Israeli war (six‐
day war): Lebanon 
rejected calls by 
other Arab 
governments to 
participate 

Solh (Mazzacurati) in 
place of Hamidian 
fountain (moved to 
Sanayeh Garden)

intervention

1965: Inauguration of 
Public bus transport 
system replacing

Ecochard 2nd master 
plan: "Plan Directeur de 
Beyrouth et des 
Banlieues"

1991

1992

1994

2000

2004

2005

2006

2007

2009

2010 Four Seasons Hotel opens on new Waterfront

2011

2014

2024
Solidere  Master Plan 
expected completion

Solidere  Master Plan 
started (1994‐2024)

government 
authorities

P
O
ST
 W

A
R

government led by 
prime minister Rafic 
Hariri

Israel‐Lebanon war: 
Israel–Hezbollah War 
lasts 33 days

Prime minister Hariri 
assasinated ‐ Cedars' 
Revolution and 
withdrawal of Syrian 
troops from Lebanon

Hotel le Gray opens at 
Martyr Square's north 
corner

2010‐2014: Plus 
Towers residential 
buildings occupy 
Martyr Square 
southern area

2011: Zaytouna Bay 
opens: pedestrian deck, 
cafes, restaurants

2007: Mohamad Al‐
Amin Mosque built 
around Martyr 
Square's south corner, 
near St Georges church

2004: Solidere 
launched competition 
on Martyrs' Square 
grand axis

2005: Martyrs square 
becomes essentially 
the site of the burial 
grounds of prime 
minister Rafic Hariri

Israel withdraw from 
South of Lebanon
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Haut-commissariat de la République Française en Syrie et au Liban, 1922 ; extract 
from “Foire-Exposition de Beyrouth, Avril-Mai 1921”  
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LAFOIRE-EXPOSITIONDEBEYROUTH
Avril-Mai 1921

La Foire-xposition de Beyrouth, décidée par le général

Gouraud, Haut-Commissaire de la République Française en

Syrie et au Liban,:a été l'oeuvre commune de bonnes volontés

qui se sont prodiguées tant en France qu'en Syrie et au Liban,
et dont il convient de rappeler les noms avant de donner la

liste officielle des récompenses.

Tout d'abord, il faut mentionner la haute approbation du

Gouvernement de la République Française qui s'est mani-

festée par l'attribution à la Foire-Exposition, par les soins du

Ministère du Commerce, du caractère officiel, par la désigna-
tion d'un délégué du Gouvernement, M. Alexis Charmeil, con-

seiller d'Etat,. directeur du Personnel, de l'Expansion com-

merciale et du crédit,'et par l'envoi d'un délégué officiel spé-

cial, M. Fernand David, sénateur, ancien ministre.

Voici le texte de l'arrêté du Ministre du Commerce, en date

du 2 avril 1921, qui a réglementé, la Foire-Exposition de Bey-
routh :

RÉPUBLIQUE FRANÇAISE

MINISTÈRE DU COMMERCE ET DE L'INDUSTRIE

Le Ministre du Commerce et de l'Industrie,

Vu la lettre du Ministre du Commerce et de l'Industrie au Haut-

Commissaire de la République Française en Syrie, en date du 21

janvier 1921 ;



— VIII —

Sur la proposition du Conseiller d'Etat, Directeur du Personnel,
de l'Expansion commerciale et du Crédit,

Arrête :

ARTICLE PREMIER. — Les récompenses qui pourront être accor-

dées à l'occasion de la Foire-Exposition \ de Beyrouth; de 1921

seront; décernées par un Jury dont la nomination et les attributions

sont régies par le présent règlement.

ART. 2.—Ce Jury comprend deux degrés de juridiction :

1° Jurys de sections ;
2° Jury supérieur.

ART. 3. — Il y aura autant de Jurys de sections que l'Exposition

comporte de sections distinctes. Un même juré pourra faire partie
des jurys de plusieurs sections.

ART.- 4.— La répartition des jurés entre les divers Jurys de sec-

tion sera établie au moment des opérations par le Comité d'orga-'
nisation.

Chaque Jury de section comprendra un minimum de cinq jurés.

ART. 5. —Il sera nommé, pour les Jurys de section, des jurés sup-

pléants, dont le nombre ne devra pas dépasser la moitié du nombre

des jurés titulaires. Les jurés suppléants pourront assister à toutes

les opérations du Jury de la section à laquelle ils sont affectés, mais

ils n'auront voix délibérative qu'en cas d'absence d'un juré titu-

laire.

ART. 6. —
Chaque jury de section élit son président, qui préside

ses opérations. Les décisions dés Jurys de section sont immédiate-

ment transmisés au Jury supérieur, constitué conformément à

l'article 7, qui statue définitivement.

ART. 7. — Le Jury supérieur est constitué par le Président du

Comité d'organisation, le délégué du Haut-Commissaire de la Répu-

blique et le Délégué du Gouvernement, ou son représentant. Il

choisit parmi les membres du Jury de section un Secrétaire rap-

porteur.

ART. 8. — L? Délégué du Gouvernement ou son représentant

prend part également aux travaux des Jurys de section. Il a voix

délibérative.

Au cas où les questions qui" seraient soulevées devant le Jury

supérieur lui paraîtraient devoir être soumises au Ministre du Com-

merce et de l'Industrie, il lui appartiendra de l'en saisir.

ART; 9. — Les fonctions de jurés sont gratuites. Elles ne seront

définitivement attribuées, aussi bien aux jurés titulaires qu'aux

jurés suppléants, qu'autant que ceux qui auront été investis de ces



fonctions auront retiré, en personne, au siège du Comité d'organi-
sation à Beyrouth, leur titre de nomination.

Les jurés ne peuvent, en principe, être choisis que parmi les expo-
sants. Toutefois, pourront également être nommés jurés les fonc-

tionnaires du Haut-Commissariat et ceux des administrations

publiques ayant collaboré à la préparation de l'Exposition ou à la

compétence desquels il y aurait intérêt à faire appel.
Les jurés s'engagent à garder le secret sur les travaux du Jury et

à ne communiquer aucune décision jusqu'à ce que les listes offi-

cielles de récompenses aient été publiées.
En acceptant sa nomination, le juré reconnaît et accepte impli-

citement les dispositions du présent règlement.

ART. 10. — Les jurés titulaires et suppléants seront nommés par
arrêté du Ministre du Commerce et de l'Industrie, sur la proposi-
tion du délégué du Gouvernement et sur le vu des propositions
faites par le Haut-Commissaire, les administrations intéressées et

par les 1Comités chargés de recruter, d'admettre et d'installer les

exposants.

ART. 11. — Les récompenses qui pourront être attribuées par les

Jurys sont les suivantes :

Diplôme, de Grand Prix.

Diplôme d'Honneur.

Diplôme de Médaille d'or.

Diplôme de Médaille d'argent.

Diplôme de Médaille de bronze.

Diplôme de Mention honorable.

ART. 12. — Le Jury supérieur pourra attribuer — sur la propo-

sition des jurys de sections —des diplômes de collaborateurs aux

personnes ayant effectivement coopéré à la production, à la fabri-

cation et à la vente des objets ou articles récompensés.
Les récompenses qui .pourront être ainsi attribuées seront infé-

rieures d'un degré au moins à celles attribuées aux exposants. Par

suite, la plus haute récompense pouvant être attribuée à un colla-

borateur est le diplôme d'honneur.

ART. 13. — Seront placés hors concours quant aux récompenses :

1° De droit : Dans toutes les sections, les exposants membres du

jury (titulaires ou suppléants), ainsi que les Sociétés qui sont repré-

sentées dans le Jury par leur président ou administrateur-délégué,

ou par l'un de leurs directeurs ou agents.

2° Sur leur demande : a) Les exposants qui. lors de la dernière

Exposition internationale, officielle ou officiellement reconnue, à

laquelle ils ont pris part, ont, dans la même classe ou section,

obtenu un grand prix, ou ont été l'objet d'une mise hors concours.



b) Les administrations publiques, les établissements publies
ainsi que les Sociétés, associations ou groupements poursuivant un
but exclusivement désintéressé, sans qu'ils aient à justifier d'un

précédent grand prix ou d'une précédente mise hprs concours.

Un diplôme commémoratif, constatant leur participation à

l'Exposition, sera délivré à ces Exposants.
Pour ceux visés au 1°, ce diplôme portera la mention : Hors Con-

cours, membre du Jury.
Pour ceux visés au 2°, ce diplôme portera la mention :, Hors con-

cours, sur demande.

ART. 14. — Une récompense sera accordée aux collectivités indus-

trielles, commerciales et agricoles, lorsqu'elles concourent sous une

raison sociale impersonnelle. Dans ce cas, il leur sera attribué un
seul diplôme.

Toutefois, si la collectivité est constituée par un groupe de plu-
sieurs maisons, celles-ci seront mentionnées sur le diplôme collectif

et chacune d'entre elles recevra une copie dûment signée du dit

diplôme.

ART. 15. —
Chaque exposant devra fournir aux jurés tous les

renseignements que ceux-ci jugeraient nécessaires, tant en ce qui
concerne la qualité des produits exposés qu'à l'égard de l'impor-
tance de la production ou du commerce de l'exposant. Celui-ci

devra, en outre, se prêter aux analyses et aux essais éventuelle-

ment requis par le Jury.

ART. 16. — Les délibérations des Jurys sont prises à la majorité
des voix. En cas de partage, celle du président est prépondérante.

ART. 17. — Les propositions des Jurys de section sont trans-

mises au Jury supérieur.

Ce dernier Jury a seul qualité pour les rendre définitives.

C'est le Jury supérieur qui dresse là liste des récompenses et en
donne notification aux intéressés.

ART. 18. — Au Cours des travaux des Jurys de section, les expo-
sants pourront adresser au Jury supérieur les réclamations qu'ils
pourront avoir à présenter, soit pour l'application du règlement,
soit pour vice de forme dans les opérations du Jury.

ART. 19. — Le délégué du Gouvernement français à la Foire-

Exposition de Beyrouth de 1921 est chargé de l'exécution du pré-
sent arrêté.

Fait à Paris, le 2 avril 1921.

Signé : LUCIEN DIOR.

En France, la propagande, organisée par la Délégation, du



Haut-Commissariat et par les offices commerciaux du Levant,
fut principalement, assurée par le Comité français des Expo-
sitions, dont le président, M. Emile Dupont, avait répondu
avec empressement au premier appel du général Gouraud.

On trouvera plus loin la composition du Comité d'organisa-
tion qu'il constitua sous la présidence de M. Jean Faure et on

pourra lire, dans l'intéressante notice publiée par le Comité, le

compte-rendu des efforts qu'il dut déployer pour organiser
en un temps si court et dans des conditions si défavorables

une participation qui a fait honneur aux grandes traditions

de cette association.

La plus dévouée collaboration fut également apportée par
le Ministère des" Beaux-Arts, par le Ministère de la Marine, par
le Comité national des conseillers du Commerce extérieur, par
la Délégation du Haut-Commissariat à Marseille, par la Cham-

bre de Commerce de Marseille, etc.

A Paris, le Ministre du Commerce tint à présider, avec son

chef de cabinet, M. Guillaume de Tarde, la première séance du

Comité d'honneur dont la présidence effective fut assurée par
M. Clementel, sénateur, ancien ministre.

Au Liban et en Syrie un Comité d'honneur, un Comité

général d'organisation et des Comités locaux ont fonctionné

à côté du Commissariat général qui a centralisé les efforts de

tous.

L'inauguration officielle de la Foire-Exposition de Beyrouth
a eu lieu, le 30 avril 1921, en grande solennité. Lee stands

étaient ouverts dès le 15 avril.

M. Fernand David, sénateur, ancien ministre, délégué du

Gouvernement ; M. Edouard Soulier, député de Paris, en mis-

sion d'études en Syrie, la délégation envoyée de France par
le Comité français des Expositions ; les autorités du Haut-

Commissariat, du Grand-Liban et de la ville de Beyrouth, et

des délégations des Etats de l'Intérieur, suivirent le général

Gouraud dans sa visite. Le soir, au banquet officiel, le com-

mandant Fumey, Commissaire général de l'Exposition, pro-

nonça le discours suivant :



HAUT-COMMISSARIATDE LA RÉPUBLIQUEFRANÇAISE

en Syrie et au. Liban

FOIRE-EXPOSITIONDE BEYROUTH
Avril-Mai 1921

COMMISSARIAT GÉNÉRAL

DE LA

FOIRE-EXPOSITION DE BEYROUTH

Sous le haut patronage de

M. le Général GOURAUD

Haut-Commissaire de la République Française en Syrie et au Liban

Commandant en chef de l'Armée du Levant.

MM. le Chef de Bataillon FUMEY, Commissaire général.
PIERRE GILLY, Directeur de l'Office commercial, Commissaire

général-adjoint.

Capitaine L. LORENTZ, Adjoint au Commissaire général.

COMITÉ D'HONNEUR

Président d'honneur :

CLEMENTEL, Sénateur, ancien Ministre du Commerce.

Vice-Président d'honneur :

AUGUSTE TERRIER, Délégué à Paris du Haut-Commissaire de la Répu-

blique Française en Syrie.

Membres d'honneur :

Capitaine DE LESTAPIS, Délégué-adjoint du Haut-Commissaire:

GRANDGUILLOT, Directeur général des Offices commerciaux français,
du Levant.

MINISTÈRE DU COMMERCE ET DE L'INDUSTRIE

LUCIEN DIOR, Député, Ministre du Commerce et de l'Industrie.

DE TARDE, Auditeur au Conseil d'Etat, Chef du Cabinet.

ALEXIS CHARMEIL, Conseiller d'Etat, Directeur du Personnel, de

l'Expansion commerciale et du Crédit. ,
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ROGER FIGHIERA, Directeur des Affaires commerciales et industrielles.

CHARLES DROUETS, Directeur de la Propriété industrielle.

DANIEL SERRUYS, Directeur des Accords commerciaux et de l'Infor-

mation économique.

ANDRÉ DTJPIN, Sous-Directeur de l'Expansion commerciale.

DÉLÉGUÉ DU GOUVERNEMENT POUR L'EXPOSITION DE BEYROUTH

ALEXIS CHARMEIL, Conseiller. d'Etat, Directeur au Ministère du

Commerce.

MINISTÈRE DES BEAUX-ARTS

PAUL LÉON, Directeur de l'Administration des Beaux-Arts.

PERSONNALITÉS DIVERSES

HUBERT GIRAUD, Député, Président de la Chambre de Commerce de

Marseille.

ME'GGLÈ, Secrétaire Général du Comité des Conseillers du Commerce

extérieur.

COMMERCE EXTÉRIEUR

GEORGES RICHARD, Délégué du Haut - Commissaire de Syrie à Mar-

seille.

ANCEY, Directeur de l'Office commercial du Levant à Marseille,

COMITE D'ORGANISATION

DE. LA

SECTION FRANÇAISE

Président :

JEAN FAURE, Président de la Commission d'initiative et d'enquête du

« Comité français des Expositions », Président de la Chambre syn-

dicale des Fabricants de produits pharmaceutiques.

Vice-Présidents :

BAC, Président de la Chambre syndicale des Fabricants d'articles métal-

liques.

ALFRED BERTRAND-TAQUET, Délégué-Rapporteur de l'Alimenta-

tion aux Expositions de San-Francisco et de Casablanca.

DEFORGE, Président de la Chambre syndicale, de la Confection fran-

çaise.

MORIN, Président de la Chambre syndicale des Fabricants de plumes.
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Secrétaires :

BAUDRY, Fabricant de plumeaux et négociant en plumes brutes.

WEISSMANN, Administrateur-Délégué de la Compagnie française des

Perles électriques.
Trésorier :

HENRI, CHANÉE, Président de la Chambre syndicale des Tissus d'ameu-

blement.

Services administratifs :

LÉON DRUJON, Attaché au Comité français des Expositions.

COMMISSARIAT GÉNÉRAL

FOIRE-EXPOSITION DE BEYROUTH

Partie inférieure de la rue Allenby (Stands 149 à 334)

Square de la place des Canons

Esplanade de la Marine

BUREAUX DE RENSEIGNEMENTS

Rue AJlenby, Stand n° 5

Esplanade de la Marine, n° 353.

- COMITÉ D'HONNEUR

Général GOURAUD, Haut-Commissaire de la République Française en

Syrie et au Liban, Commandant en chef de l'Armée du Levant.

ROBERT DE CÀIX, Secrétaire général du Haut-Commissariat.

Général GARNIER-DUPLESSIS, Adjoint au Général commandant en
chef l'Armée du Levant.

Amiral M.ORNET, Commandant la Division navale de Syrie.

Capitaine de frégate TRABAUD, Gouverneur du Grand-Liban.

HAKKI BEY AZEM.
ABDALLAH ADIN ABDEL WAHED.
KHEIR ED DIN ADRA.

ABDEL SATTAR BEY ALLAMEDIN.
HUSSEIN BEY AHDEB.
AHMED AJEM.
DAOUD BEY AMMOUN.
ANTOINE ARAB.
EMIR FOUAD ARSLAN.
S. AUDI. »

KIIALIL BADAOUI.
FOUZI BEY BACRI.

MOUSSA BENJAMIN.

ABDALLAH BÉY BEYHOUM.
OMAE BEY BEYHOUM.
L. BOYER.

F. CHAPOTOT.

EMIR MALEK CHEHAB.
GEORGES CHEDRASI.
N. CHOUERI.

BADER DAMASHKIÉ.
S. DANA.

MOUSTAPHA EzZEDIN.

M. FOURNIER.
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Marquis DE FREIGE.

GABRIEL GEAMMAL.

ELIE GÉDÉON.

FOUAD BEY GEMBLAT.

EMILE HACHO. .

NEGIB HADDAD.

FRÉDÉRIC HAKIM.

J.-V. HAKKIM.

A. ISSA.

HABIB KAHALÉ.

KARAM KARAM.

CHEIK YOUSSEF BEY KHASEN.

HASSAN KORONFOL.

YOUSSEF LINIADO.

HASCHEM MAABI.

AMIN MALLOUK.

LOUTFALLAH MANASSAH.

EMILE BEY MANNOUKH.

R. MARTEAUX.

HENRI MICHACA.

ABRAHAM BEY MOUSTAPHA.

SELIM NADJIAR.

PHILIPPE PHARAON.

HABIB PACHA SAAD.

KHALIL SARA.

HASSAN SIOUFFI.

E. SOUBRET.

ROUCHDI SUCCARI.

ALFRED BEY SURSOCK.

EMILE TABET.

JACQUES TABET.
EMIR TAHER.
PHILIPPE DE TARRAZI.

ANIS TRAD.

PHILIPPE M. YAZBECK.

MOHAMED SAID BEY EL YOUSSEF.

NAOUM ZIADI.

A. Zoc.

COMITE GENERAL D ORGANISATION

Commandant FUMEY, Commissaire général de la Foire-Exposition de

Beyrouth.

PIERRE GILLY, Commissaire général-adjoint.

ABDALLAH BEYHOUM, négociant.

N. CHOUERL négociant.

OMAR BEY DAOUK, Président de la Chambre de commerce de Bey-
routh.

E. DE FLEURAC, Directeur de la maison Worms et Cie.

Marquis DE FREIGE, propriétaire, Conseiller municipal.

HENRI MICHACA, Conseiller municipal.

H. MICHEL, Ingénieur-Architecte.

M. ODINOT, Directeur de l'Ecole d'Ingénieurs.

E. SOUBRET, Directeur de la Société française d'Entreprises.

ALFRED BEY SURSOCK, Conseiller municipal.

GEORGES VAYSSIÉ, directeur du journal La Syrie.

MICHEL ZACCOUR, directeur du journal El Bark.
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Renan and Berthelot, Correspondance 1847-1892, Lettre XXXIV – 30 Novembre 1860.  



204 CORRESPONDANCE

XXXIV

A MONSIEUR BERTHELOT

Amschid, près Djébaïl, 30 novembre 1860.

Personne ne peut comprendre plus vivement que

moi, monsieur et bien cher ami, l'émotion doulou-

reuse sous le poids de laquelle vous avez écrit votre

dernière lettre à mon frère, et dont l'écho est venu

nous affliger dans la magnifique solitude où nous

sommes en ce moment transportés. La peine que

vous exprimez, je l'ai souvent, oh! bien souvent res-

sentie moi aussi. J'ai dit fréquemment : « Ses ambi-

bions le préoccupent plus que ses affections », et ses

nouvelles affections plus que les anciennes... Pour-

tant je suis assurée qu'il m'aime, et en présence du

chagrin que vos regrets lui ont fait ressentir, il m'est

impossible de ne point croire à l'étendue, à la profon-
deur de l'amitié qu'il vous porte. Il semble qu'il peut
tout pour ceux qu'il aime, hors leur consacrer

quelques instants. Je vous assure, monsieur, que je

n'exagère point en disant que pendant nos deux

séjours à Beyrouth il a donné plus de temps au

général et au pacha qu'à la vieille amie qui a tout

abandonné pour le suivre sur ces rives lointaines.

Littéralement, depuis que nous sommes en Syrie, je
ne le vois presque plus, et quand je le vois, il est si

absorbé par les travaux de sa mission, si préoccupé de
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ce qu'elle lui a donné, ou de ce qu'elle lui promet,

que je ne sais en vérité s'il s'aperçoit beaucoup de

ma présence. Eh bien! monsieur, je crois encore et

malgré tout qu'elle lui est chère; croyez bien de même

que vous tenez dans sa vie une place que nul autre

ne prendra jamais. En réponse à un cri de douleur

semblable à celui que renfermait votre lettre, il me

disait un jour que les personnes qu'il aimait le mieux

étaient celles auxquelles il se croyait obligé de donner

le moins de temps. Je n'ai pu accepter pour ma part

cette opinion, et j'ai continué à placer mes plus

douces joies dans les témoignagnes d'affection que je

donne, ou qui me sont accordés; mais j'ai fait de

grands efforts pour me persuader qu'on pouvait

sentir autrement. Si vous aviez' pu, monsieur, voir

l'effet produit par votre lettre, je crois que vous fus-

siez arrivé tout d'emblée à la même conviction, sans

passer par toutes les filières que j'ai traversées.

Avant de vous parler de la suite de nos pérégrina-

tions, je veux, monsieur, répondre aux diverses

questions que contenait votre lettre du 15 novembre,

tout en sentant l'impossibilité de vous donner un

conseil, tant ces questions sont personnelles. Le climat

de la Syrie est très sain en cette saison, surtout dans

les. campagnes. Beyrouth est, à mon avis, le point le

moins salubre que j'aie visité. En général les villes

de ce, pays sont hideuses et peu saines; les campagnes

magnifiques et vivifiantes. De même pour la nourri-

ture : celle de Beyrouth et de Saïda me faisait mal,
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celle que nous trouvons ici me semble excellente. Il

est vrai qu'on ne peut pas se flatter d'être souvent,

même à la campagne, dans les conditions où nous

sommes à Amschid, recevant d'une très riche famille

maronite, la plus large, la plus délicate, la plus gra-

cieuse hospitalité. Parfois, en effet, il est impossible

de se procurer quelque chose qui ressemble à une

nourriture européenne. En venant ici nous n'avons

pu nous procurer pour le repas de la journée qu'une

espèce de galette cuite sur le sable échauffé et toute

parsemée de cendre ou de petits cailloux, avec du

lait aigri et desséché; pour breuvage, l'eau du fleuve

Adonis (les larmes de Vénus!), sur les bords duquel
nous faisions ce repas. En ceci, comme en toute

chose, il y a des hauts et des bas. — Même en cette

saison, la fièvre et la dysenterie font des ravages dans

l'armée; mais seulement dans le camp placé sur le

sable près de Beyrouth. — Rien n'interdirait ici les

promenades à pied, si l'énorme quantité de pierres

qui parsèment tout le pays ne les rendaient peu

attrayantes. Les voyages à cheval sont charmants,

bien qu'il n'existe en Syrie, rien qui ressemble à une

route. On se procure des chevaux si intelligents,

qu'ils se tirent à merveille des plus mauvais pas, et si

doux au cavalier, que je reste huit heures en sellé

sans éprouver la moindre fatigue. Il n'est possible de

voyager qu'à cheval; mais on disposerait d'un autre

moyen, qu'il ne faudrait, je crois, abandonner celui-

ci qu'après mûres réflexions. J'ai consulté M. Gail-
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lardot pour la question médicale; tout naturellement

il ne peut rien dire de particulier sur les renseigne-
ments que je lui donne; mais il trouve qu'en général
la Syrie est un pays sain, surtout dans les terrains

élevés. Il y fait chaud, très chaud, même en cette

saison; ce matin vers neuf ou dix heures, nous avons

fait une excursion d'environ un quart de lieue entre

notre demeure et la mer, et nous pouvions à peine

supporter les rayons du soleil. Ainsi, par exemple, il

faisait au moins aussi chaud qu'en Provence, lorsque
nous nous sommes rencontrés. Les soirées sont

fraîches, et le ciel est constamment d'une incompa-
rable beauté. —Il est impossible de prévoir d'avance

quelles seront, à une époque donnée, lès fatigues de

la traversée : cela dépend uniquement de l'état de

l'atmosphère et n'a par conséquent aucune régularité.

Rien de plus charmant qu'un voyage sur mer, lors-

qu'il fait beau; rien de plus affreux, lorsqu'il fait

mauvais. Notre trajet n'a duré que huit jours; le sui-

vant n'en a duré que sept et demi. Il y a rarement

des retards; cependant cela peut arriver. Il n'est et ne

peut être question du retour des troupes françaises ;

elles seront ici sans doute longtemps après notre

retour en France, et tant que du;rera l'occupation, il

n'y a rien à craindre, ni pour les étrangers, ni pour

les indigènes. On pourrait dès à présent faire le

voyage de Judée en toute sécurité. Les objets les plus

nécessaires sont, outre les vêtements, dans lesquels

il en faut mettre beaucoup de légers, un petit lit de
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fer, un matelas et des couvertures. Beyrouth offre

beaucoup de ressources, même en dehors de l'armée.

Avoir aussi quelques vêtements qui résistent à de

fortes pluies: Au reste, notre présence ici supplée-

rait au besoin à bien des omissions.

Nous avons de nouveau quitté Beyrouth le samedi

24 novembre. Cette journée et les deux suivantes se

sont, pour nous, passées en voyage, au milieu d'une

nature très pittoresque et au bruit des fêtes par les-

quelles les populations de ces districts célèbrent la

nomination de leur nouveau caïmacan, un chrétien

maronite fort populaire parmi ses concitoyens et sur-

tout fort attaché à la politique française. Nous avons

voyagé à travers la fantasia qu'on avait préparée

pour sa réception, et nous avons été salués nous-

mêmes par des centaines de coups de fusil. Nous

sommes arrivés à Djebaïl le lundi 26. Ne pouvant
nous loger dans la misérable ville qui remplace l'an-

tique Byblos, nous sommes venus un peu plus loin,

dans un très joli village, où une espèce de marquis

de. Carabas, qui avait acquis dans le commerce une

très grande fortune, avait fait bâtir plusieurs demeures

d'un goût exquis. L'une d'elles a été mise à notre dis-

position par ses héritiers, et nous y sommes entourés

des plus délicates, des plus aimables attentions. C'est

une chose vraiment noble et touchante que l'hospita-
lité orientale : depuis notre arrivée ici, notre hôte,
sa femme, ses enfants, ses parents à tous les degrés,
ses nombreux serviteurs ne semblent occupés qu'à
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deviner, qu'à prévenir nos besoins. Ces contrées,
exclusivement peuplées de maronites, sont arrivées à

une véritable richesse et à une élégance de manières

qui vaut bien une autre forme de civilisation. J'aime

singulièrement ces populations si dévouées à la France

et à tout ce qui porte le nom de Français. Les soldats

qui doivent faire les fouilles arrivent demain à

Djebaïl; ils y seront reçus par d'unanimes acclama-

tions.

Je dois céder la place à mon frère... Adieu, mon-

sieur; soyez sûr que nous ne vous oublions jamais.

E. RENAN

Mon bon ami, comment avez-vous pu douter un

moment de mes sentiments? Il faut que ma femme

ne vous ait pas communiqué ma première lettre de

Beyrouth; vous auriez vu que je ne lui écrivais à

elle-même qu'à la hâte, devant partir pour Saïda

quelques heures après par une occasion inattendue,

qui me prenait juste au moment où j'allais me mettre

à écrire à tous. Au nom du ciel, mon cher, n'écoutez

jamais, en ce qui me concerne, ces susceptibilités
sans motif. Mon amitié est de celles dont vous ne

pouvez douter. Cela ne vous suffit-il pas? Je vous

aime plus que jamais; mais, accablé de soucis, chargé

d'accomplir une chose extrêmement difficile, dans un

pays où des milliers d'obstacles s'opposent à celui

qui veut faire la chose la plus simple, n'admettez-

vous pas qu'une fois j'aie pu être inexact?
14
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LETTRE XXVI

Arrivéeà Beyrouthd'importantspersonnagesmusulmansde Damasfrappésde

diverses
condamnations.— Abdalla-hallébi.—Nomsde touscespersonnages.

— Curieuxincident survenudansle procèsde l'un d'eux. — Entréepresque

triomphalede ces condamnésà Beyrouth.— Accueilque leur fait Akmed-

pacha, gouverneurde cette ville. — Souvenirde ma premièreconversation

aveccelui-ci.— Fuad-pachaet ses ruses. — Il favorisela fuite des Druses.
— Le commandantArdent du Pic, ses otagesdruseset un officierturc qui
vientles réclamer.— Scèneentreun soldatturc et un soldatfrançaisà Bey-
routh. — Leszouaves,le R. P. Badouret le petit Bugeaud.— La placedu

Canonà Beyrouth.— Unmotsur la politiqueanglaiseà Stamboul,en Syrie,
en Italie.

Beyrouth,le24octobre1860.

Avant-hier, 22 octobre, est arrivé à Beyrouth, venant de

Damas, une nouvelle caravane de prisonniers musulmans.

Voici leurs noms:

1° Abdalla-hallébi ou l'Alepin parce qu'il est né à Alep,

cheik-ul-islam ou chef de la religion à Damas. Il est considéré

comme un saint par les vrais croyants. Abdalla est condamné

à une détention perpétuelle, et ses biens sont confisqués. C'est

lui qui a fait le plus de mal à Damas; il en a même fait plus

qu'Akmed-pacha, car l'hallébi, chef de la religion, a particu-

lièrement organisé les massacres au nom de la religion même.

On s'attendait à une punition bien plus sévère à infliger à ce

grand coupable. Fuad-pacha l'a épargné.

2° Abdella-bey, fils de Nassoud-pacha; 3° Akmed-effendi-

hassibi; 4° Mohammed-bey-Aden, tous les trois condamnés à

quinze ans de détention et à la confiscation de leurs biens;

5° Tahër-effendi, mufti, président du medjilès ou tribunal com-

posé de musulmans et de deux ou trois chrétiens; 6° Omar-

effendi-ghazi, frappé de la confiscation de ses biens et de

dix années d'emprisonnement; 7° Abdalla-bey-Aden; 8° Son
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fils Ali-bey; 9° Nakib-el-Echarat, chef des chérifs ou nobles

(cousins du prophète); 10° Akmed-effendi; 11° Abdouladi-

effendi. Ces cinq derniers sont condamnés à trois ans d'exil.
— Ils vont tous être provisoirement conduits en Chypre.

La condamnation d'Abdalla-bey-Aden, le septième sur la

liste, a donné lieu à un assez curieux incident. Fuad-pacha
était sur le point de proclamer son innocence lorsque deux

chefs musulmans d'un village près de Damas, impliqués, eux

aussi, dans la vaste accusation, ont présenté à Son Excellence

un papier où on lisait ces mots écrits de la main d'Abdalla-

bey-Aden: Croyants 1 aux armes1 tuez tous les chrétiens qui
ne voudront pas embrasser l'islamismel Les deux inculpés

ont déclaré que, d'après cet ordre, ils n'avaient mis à mort

que les giaours qui n'avaient pas voulu abjurer leur foi. Ils

ont ajouté qu'ils avaient généreusement laissé la vie à cent

cinquante Grecs schismatiques qui s'étaient faits musulmans. Ce

témoignage a suffi à Fuad-pacha pour prononcer la condam-

nation de l'un et l'innocence des deux autres.

Les onze personnages, dont je viens de citer les noms, ont

fait à Beyrouth une entrée presque triomphale. Richement

vêtus, montés sur des chevaux superbes, environnés de nom-

breux serviteurs, escortés par trente soldats, non point comme

des condamnés, mais comme des chefs que l'on vénère, ils

ont été accueillis par les musulmans de Beyrouth avec les

marques du plus profond respect et de la plus vive sympathie.

La première visite de ces ordonnateurs des massacres des

chrétiens a été pour Akmed-pacha (Fuad était absent de Bey-

routh) , qui les a reçus avec toutes sortes de politesses. C'est

ce même Akmed-pacha qui, au mois d'août dernier, me disait,

chez M. Canaris, dans un magnifique élan d'éloquence, en

me parlant de la répression qu'on allait exercer contre les

égorgeurs et les voleurs: a Lajustice passera parmi les Druses

« comme dans une forêt, et le bois mort sera brisé comme le
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« bois verL» Il ajouta que dans vingt jours j'entendrais

parler des châtiments infligés aux coupables1. Il y a deux

mois de cela, et rien pourtant n'a été encore été fait contre

les Druses. Akmed-pacha me ferait-il déjà regretter le peu de

bien que j'avais dit de lui?

Personne ici, ni chrétien ni musulman, ne prend au sérieux

la mesure que Fuad-pacha vient de prendre au sujet des onze

personnages de Damas souillés de tant de crimes. Lorsque le

moment paraitra opportun, les condamnés reprendront le

chemin de leurs foyers et rentreront dans leurs biens. Ceci,

cependant, est moins sûr: la Porte Ottomane a tant besoin

d'argent!.

Fuad-pacha joue des tours tant qu'il peut à M. de Beau-

fort qui pourrait bien finir par se fâcher. Déjà Fuad voulait

envoyer le général français camper dans le Kersrouan avec son

armée, dans le Kersrouan où il n'y a absolument rien à faire,

tandis que lui, le haut commissaire de la Porte, allait partir

avec ses soldats pour le pays des Druses. M. de Beaufort lui a

énergiquement déclaré, je crois vous l'avoir dit déjà, qu'il

irait bel et bien chez les Druses, et c'est ce qu'il a fait. Mais

Fuad a pris sa revanche: une fois dans la montagne, il a

fourni aux idolàtres massacreurs, et cela presqu'en présence
de l'armée française, tous les moyens de fuite dans le Haou-

ran. C'est à Bathoun que le coup a été fait.

Toutes ces choses ne sont pas de nature à établir une bonne

entente entre les soldats français et les soldats turcs. Je vous

ai déjà écrit ce qui s'est passé à Ebteddin entre le lieutenant

Combette et un capitaine osmanli.

Voici d'autres faits :

Les chasseurs de Yincennes, commandés par M.Ardent du

Pic, étaient campés, eesjours-ci, prèsdu village druse de Kafar-

1 Voirla lettreVI decevolume,p. 33.
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Nabrak. Se trouvant dans un pays de brigands, le comman-

dant prend dix Druses comme otage, et déclare qu'il leur fera

couper la tête si les Druses tirent sur ses soldats; un officier

turc arrive à Kafar-Nabrak, venant de la part d'IsmaëMbey,

Hongrois renégat, officier supérieur dans l'armée ottomane.

Il dit à M. Ardent du Pic qu'il a violé le droit des gens-en

retenant comme prisonniers des sujets du sultan, et il l'invite

à les relâcher. « Je ne les relâcherai, lui répond l'officier fran-

çais, qu'à quatre heures, lorsque je quitterai mon campement.

Tels sont mes ordres, et je les suivrai. » Puis on cause.

L'officier turc, parlant très-bien français, dit: « Je vous assure

« que ces Druses ne sont pas du tout de mauvaises gens. Ils

« sont très-obéissants aux ordres que nous leur donnons. Ils

« ne font que ce qu'on leur dit de faire 1. » Est-ce une naïveté

ou une insolence? je ne sais. Mais l'avœu a frappé tout le

monde, et il était bon à recueillir.

Une maison donnant sur la place du Canon, à Beyrouth, a

a été affectée à y recevoir les soldats français coridamnés à la

salle de police. Il y a là un poste français. Lundi dernier un

soldat turc veut absolument stationner, dans un cas pressant,

à l'ombre du mur de la prison; la sentinelle française lui dit

d'aller au large; l'Osmanli entend rester où il veut. Un débat

s'engage; le soldat turc croise la baïonnette; la sentinelle, sans

s'émouvoir, prend le soldat turc au collet, l'officier de garde

voit cette scène et dit au poste, en désignant le soldat turc :

« Empoignez-moi cet homme, et coffrez-le! » Et la chose fut

aussi vite faite que dite. Le soldat turc était en prison avec

quelques soldats français. Il y est resté presque toute la jour-

née. Quant à la conversation qu'il a pu avoir avec les soldats

des bords du Rhône, de la Loire ou de la Meuse, elle a pu être

intéressante, mais je n'en sais absolument rien. Deux officiers

1 Cesparolesm'ontété répétéespar un capitainedu 16ebataillondeschas-

seurs, qui lesavaitentenduesde la bouchede l'officierturc. -
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turcs sont venus réclamer leur homme. L'officier français leur

a répondu qu'il ne le rendrait que sur un ordre du général

auquel il avait adressé son rapport. Il a fait la même réponse

à deux envoyés d'Akmed-pacha, gouverneur de Beyrouth. La

porte de la prison ne s'est ouverte que sur une demande si-

gnée du chef de notre expédition. Cette persistance de l'offi-

cier français dans l'accomplissement de son devoir a fort

mécontenté les Ottomans. Force injures, en turc, bien entendu,

ont été lancées contre les giaours.

Voiçi un fait d'une nature toute différente, mais qui a son

prix, selon moi.

Me trouvant, l'autre jour, dans le divan (salon) des mission-

naires jésuites, je vis arriver deux zouaves, Villar et Pierce.

Ils tenaient par la main un enfant arabe de huit à dix ans.

S'adressant au R. P. Badour, Villar dit : « Voici, Monsieur

le curé, un gamin que nous avons trouvé couché au pied d'un

rocher en revenant de Kab-Elias. Il avait le nez au soleil ( et

quel soleil!) et dorpiait comme un sabot. Nous l'avons ré-

veillé. Il était maigre comme un hareng-saur. Il tombait de

besoin. Il s'est jeté comme un petit loup sur un morceau de

galette que nous lui avons donné. Puis, nous l'avons ramené

avec nous au camp des Pins. Il nous sert très-bien. Il est dé-

gourdi. Maisavec nous, voyez-vous, Monsieur le curé, il n'ap-

prendrait rien de bon, et nous voudrions lui faire donner une

bonne éducation; nous vous l'amenons pour cela.

— Bien, mes amis, bien, répond le P. Badour; nous lui fe-

rons donner une bonneéducation. Il y aura une place pour lui

dans notre orphelinat de Beyrouth. Comments'appellelegamin?
— Monsieur le curé, il s'appelle Bugeaud 1
—

Comment, Bugeaud?
— Mais oui, il n'entend que son arabe; nous ne pouvions

pas lui demander son nom; alors, ma foi, nous l'avons appelé

BugeaudI
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— Va pour Bugeaud1 répliqua le missionnaire, et le

gamin fut conduit à l'orphelinat. Son vrai nom était ftalil. Il

était d'un village près de Aïn-Enoub. Les Druses lui avaient

égorgé sa famille entière; il errait dans les montagnes depuis

plusieurs jours lorsque les zouaves le rencontrèrent.

Bugeaud ne peut pas passer un jour sans voir Pierce et Vil-

lar auxquels il doit la vie. Il s'esquive de l'orphelinat aussi sou-

vent qu'il le peut pour aller baiser la main de ses bienfaiteurs

au camp des Pins.

J'ai prononcé tout à l'heure le nom de la place du Canon à

Beyrouth. Depuis l'arrivée de nos troupes, cette place pré-

sente un curieux spectacle, un spectacle qui est comme le

résumé de la physionomie nouvelle de cette ville. La place

du Canon, qui pourrait être facilement belle pour peu que Bey-

routh cessât d'appartenir aux Turcs, est située en dehors de

la porte orientale de la cité arabe. Elle a trois cents mètres de

long sur cent cinquante mètres de large. C'est là que -sta-

tionnent les omnibus bariolés de rouge, de blanc, de jaune,

qui mènent, tous les quarts d'heure, les promeneurs au camp

des Pins.

Certes, il n'y avait pas d'omnibus sur la place du Canon

quand je la visitai, pour la première fois, il y a vingt-trois ans.

C'était, à cette époque, un lieu solitaire, abandonné, sale,

coupé par des sentiers effondrés. A peine y apercevait-on, non

pas des promeneurs (les Orientaux ne se promènent pas), mais

quelques Arabes, chrétiens ou musulmans traversaient la place

pour vaquer à leurs affaires. Parfois aussi, défilaient sur la

place de longues caravanes de chameaux et de mulets venant

de Damas ou partant de Beyrouth pour Damas.

Tout est bien changé en ce moment! On y voit partout

des restaurants, des cafés, des magasins ou des boutiques

tenus par des Français. Vous y lisez des enseignes telles que

celles-ci, sur la toile ou sur de grandes pièces de bois ornées
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de fleurs et de guirlandes : Restaurant français, lecture des

journaux; Café militaire; Café du mont Liban; Au rendez-

vous des Bons Enfants; Restaurant de l'Alma, on porte en

ville; Restaurant de Crimée; Charcuterie française; Bou-

langerie française; Maison d'épicerie, liqueurs et cigares;

Bazar oriental (remarquez qu'on n'y vend que des articles

européens)

Tous ces établissements sont remplis de consommateurs. Il

y a même des cafés chantants, et chaque jour le programme

des concerts est affiché sur tous les murs. Là se pressent nos

soldats de tout uniforme. Les spahis africains y dansent leur

danse nationale et y chantent leur air de Gradjoudja au son

d'une musique arabe. Le zouave, le chasseur de Vincennes,

le pioupiou de la ligne y font retentir, le verre en main, les

chansons du pays, tout en mangeant le pilau arabe. Les offi-

ciers, avec leur tenue irréprochable, se promènent, en cau-

sant, sur la place et fument des cigarettes faites avec le tabac

du Liban, le meilleur tabac du monde, selon moi. A côté de

dames européennes aux toilettes élégantes récemment arrivées

de Paris, se montrent des femmes arabes chrétiennes ou mu-

sulmanes enveloppées de la tête aux pieds de leur long man-

teau blanc. Des émirs, avec leur sabre recourbé suspendu à

la ceinture, et leurs pistolets argentés, galopent sur des che-

vaux superbes en compagnie d'officiers français qu'ils aiment

et dont ils ne voudraient jamais se séparer.

Tous les mardis et tous les dimanches, la musique militaire

française fait entendre ses belles et mâles symphonies sur la

place du Canon. Une foule innombrable d'indigènes envi-

ronnent le cercle de nos musiciens, et, calmes, silencieux,
ils écoutent avec une expression de curiosité ravie les notes

harmonieuses qui s'échappent des clairons. Là se mêlent,
sans se confondre, le Bédouin du Haouran avec sa barbe courte

et noire, son teint brûlé par le soleil, ses dents blanches, ses
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yeux pétillants cachés sous des sourcils d'ébène, la tête coiffée

du pittoresque kéfié que serre le okal en poil de cllameau;

le Maronite montagnard avec sa veste de laine rayée et son

tarbouche entouré d'un fichu brun; le Beyroutin élégamiaemt
coiffé du tarbouche rouge, surmonté d'un énorme gland de

soie noire, portant le large pantalon de drap foncé ou bleu, et

la veste courte, soutachée, à manches étroites ou pendantes.

Des groupes d'Européennes et d'Européens sont à l'écart et

prêtent l'oreille aux accents d'une musique qui leur rappelle

la patrie absente. Sur cette place du Canon, des soldats fran-

çais montent la garde avec leurs fusils brillants de propreté,

en face de soldats turcs qui la montent aussi avec leurs fusils

rouillés.

A la tombée de la nuit, des milliers de promeneurs de toutes

les nations, de tous les costumes, circulent surJa place du

Canon, tandis que les cafés commencent à s'illuminer et que

les voix des chanteurs et des chanteuses se font entendre.

Tout cela est curieux, pittoresque, animé. On voit les physio-

nomies des chrétiens du pays s'épanouir au spectacle de tous

ces Français venus là pour les sauver. Ah! qu'ils y restent

bien longtemps encore! car le salut de la Syrie chrétienne, et

aussi, pourquoi ne le dirions-nous pas? l'honneur de la France

en Orient sont à ce prix! Le dépit de l'Angleterre de nous

voir en Syrie l'arme au bras dit assez haut l'importance qui

s'attache nécessairement à notre séjour prolongé dans cette

belle et malheureuse contrée. L'Angleterre veut bien que nous

sauvions les Turcs à Stamboul, elle y trouve son compte; elle

veut bien aussi de notre guerre d'Italie, cela l'arrangerait si

bien qu'il n'y eût plus de pape à Rome, et qu'au lieu de plu-

sieurs royaumes de l'autre côté des Alpes, il n'y eût plus

qu'un grand empire pouvant nuire dans l'avenir à tous les

intérêts de la France! Mais sauver les chrétiens de Syrie!.

allons donc! est-ce qu'il y a péril pour eux! La Porte Otto-



LETTREXXVII. 273

18

mane n'est-elle pas là pour tout protéger, pour tout sauver?

Il y a eu des massacres, sans doute, au Liban et à Damas;

mais où n'y a-t-il pas des massacres? Et puis, qui sait, si la

responsabilité ne doit pas en retomber sur les chrétiens eux-

mêmes? N'a-t-on pas dit du haut de la tribune britannique

que c'étaient, non les Druses, mais les Maronites qui avaient

provoqué la dernière guerre?

Reste à savoir si la France ne se dressera pas un jour de

toute sa hauteur contre une pareille politique.

LETTRE XXVII

La imille princièrede Chéab.— L'émirBéchir-Kasseru,dernierdes gouver-
neurschrétiensde lamontagne.—Sonrenversementiniqueen 1841.— Son
exilà Constantinople,son retour dans le Libanet sa mort. —Sa veuve,la

princesseAmoun; sa fille,la princesseAlia,et songendre,l'émirEffendi.

Beyrouth,le26octobre1860.

La plus illustre, la plus honorée, la plus ancienne famille

noble de la Syrie, est la famille Chéab; par son origine

musulmane elle remonte à une femme de Mahomet (j'ai lu

un livre à Beyrouth où la généalogie des Chéab va tout droit à

Adam). Les Bédouins du désert n'ont pas cessé de prononcer

ce nom de Chéab avec une sorte de vénération. Les chrétiens,

qui savent que les Chéab ont embrassé leur foi depuis plus de

cent cinquante ans1, les regardent comme leurs princes et

d'excellents frères en religion.

En effet, les Chéab sont généralement connus en Syrie pour

des chrétiens catholiques, exacts et fervents. Les Maronites,

1 11y a encoredesChéabrestésmusulmansà Hashayaet à Rachaya.
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