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“One cannot imagine 
the human being 
without architecture”

Elie Rizkallah, 2022



Elie Rizkallah takes us on a journey of exploration. With 
the eyes of a young boy who grew up in a Lebanese village 
surrounded by architectural gems of the 17th century, and 
who is exploring the “real city” Beirut for the first time.

With the eyes of an architect who knows design, structure 
and perspective. With the eyes of an artist who recognizes 
the old souls of the buildings.

The artist takes us on two adventures on the same path: 

He lets the buildings speak of their history, carrying scars 
of armed fighting and destruction during the Lebanese civil 
war, but also of their strength to withstand and carry their 
Beauty and significance into a different future.

Also, he takes us to an imaginary city, one in which 
calm and clear lines dominate a peaceful and balanced 
landscape of urban architecture, leaving behind the often 
enough harsh and chaotic reality.

Elie Rizkallah reminds us that architecture is art, not 
only mere functionality. His buildings are sculptures, 
personalities and spiritual energy.

Joachim Liebscher
Co-Founder and Director, Beirut Contemporary, Lisbon

Director’s 
Note

The houses in Elie Rizkallah’s paintings speak their own 
architectural language. When the artist feels touched by 
the story they tell, he paints them. 

He paints them as they reveal the secrets of their 
personalities, like people we become friends with, 
uncovering each other’s identities bit by bit.

The buildings hold city chats and festivals, they interact, 
they exchange sadness or happiness, speaking of people, 
movement, hope or devastation and trauma.

Elie Rizkallah is in permanent search for beauty amidst – 
or because of - ugliness and chaos, seeing it as a source 
for life and spirit.

Rasha Salah
Co-Founder and Curator, Beirut Contemporary, Lisbon

Curator’s 
Note



…and I walked silently 

among the trunks of 

thick trees,

euphoric in a state of semi-

consciousness;

a light appeared to pierce 

the darkness revealing 

a surreal city

that looked modern with 

its buildings and concrete 

walls;

it was dominated by grey 

and shades of harmonious 

geometrical shapes…

it seemed a quiet, well-

ordered city free of clutter.

I went further and deeper 

into a fading realm…

Artist’s
Note





Insight

Élie Rizkallah aime l’architecture, il aime la regarder, il 
aime la peindre. 

Mais quand il peint des immeubles, des maisons, des 
usines, des musées… c’est de nos constructions mentales 
autant que matérielles que le peintre nous parle. 

Dans cet agencement de lignes et de touches floutées, il 
brosse sur la toile les mouvements de notre pensée, de 
notre imaginaire, qui se contraint, s’enferme, se replie, se 
compartimente ou se détend vastement, prend son envol 
et déploie ses ailes. Il retrace les mouvements de notre 
respiration tantôt impulsive, sauvage, volontaire, entravée, 
tantôt libre, paisible, légère.

Dans ces variations de lumière drue ou tout en caresses, 
il nous parle de nos désirs, de la puissance de nos élans 
prométhéens, de notre aspiration au repos. 

Il nous dévoile les différentes temporalités que nous 
vivons en parallèle : temps rapide de nos visions oniriques 
fugaces et temps immobile de la permanence qu’aucun 
bruit ne bouscule.

Et, toujours avec une grande tendresse, il nous laisse faire 
notre propre chemin dans ces espaces qui se ferment ou 
qui s’ouvrent, selon notre regard.

Roch Jamelot



East View

Acrylic on canvas 
225 x 95 cm
2021

“I imagined the architecture 
for this structure. I have 
drawn it three times from 
different angles.”



South View

Acrylic on canvas 
200 x 180 cm
2021



The Holiday Inn through 
buildings

Acrylic on canvas 
154 x 100 cm
2021

“I’ve drawn the Holiday Inn 
several times, I usually draw 
it with the effects of the Civil 
War, however this time I made 
it clean and white.” 

Between luxury and post-traumatic war memorial: 
The Holiday-Inn building in Beirut

While the Hotel-Logo was removed from the building 
for fears of bad publicity for the Hotel-brand, the name 
remains iconic for what it was meant to be and what it 
became throughout the civil war (1975 - 1990) in Lebanon. 
Reminding of the static governmental decision-making 
processes in current politics in Lebanon, the half Lebanese 
and half Kuwaiti ownership of the building has left the 
question of whether it should be re-built or destroyed, 
undecided. Neither displaying a tendency to the one or 
the other, the building lingers in the skyline of Beirut as an 
involuntary war memorial of immense dimensions. 

Operating as a hotel for as short as one year before the 
war, the building was designed to become a symbol of 
Lebanon’s golden age, when Beirut was the glamorous 
banking center and intellectual melting pot for the region, 
the hotel was intended as a social hub, including cinemas, 
restaurants and a rotating rooftop.
Much the opposite, the building became, for its strategic 
positioning and height, a sought-after trophy for the 
battling war parties.  



“If war is hell, then reconstruction is a psychological and 
financial purgatory” (Adrienne Fricke, 2005). For obvious 
reasons, destroying a privately owned landmark is as 
undesirable as rebuilding it to the owners. Real Estate 
Ownership is largely about financial investment after all, while 
the possessors of such large volumes may not be motivated or 
not capable to do either. As far as collective post-war memory 
is concerned, however, dealing with negative heritage and 
introducing a consolidating narrative is a socio-political issue. 
The Holiday Inn transports the hell of the bygone war into a 
presence that has left the collective trauma of the Lebanese 
post-war society largely unaddressed. 

Rizkallah paints the structure, in this exhibited edition, 
unscarred. The painting shows the Holiday-Inn in its 
untainted appearance. Reduced to minimalistic lines, 
abstracted from its actual surroundings, white-washed 
from its rocket-ridden façade and shrapnel punctured 
shell, the painting is archiving its original message as an 
optimistic statement of Faith in a continuously growing 
and humanely prospering society.  



The backyard

Acrylic on canvas
50 x 70 cm
2021



Interdesign Building – Beirut

Acrylic on canvas 
154 x 100 cm
2021

“This brutalist building is so 
unique, but it is completely 
hidden by all the buildings 
surrounding it. To me, the 
building looks like a spaceship 
that has just landed in the 
middle of Hamra Street, in the 
middle of Beirut. From the day 
it was built, it caught my eye. 
The architecture is incredible.”

Architecture in art: 
Interdesign building in Beirut

“To me, the building looks like a spaceship that has just 
landed in Hamra Street, in the middle of Beirut”, says 
Elie Rizkallah about the Interdesign building. Concepted 
in the 1970’s by Khalil Khoury, with the finalization of 
the construction halted until the late 1990’s, years after 
the civil war in Lebanon, the structure is a monument of 
brutalism in its very pure form.
Never meant to be pretty, but stressing its functionality, 
the former exhibition space has a strong  resemblance with 
a modernist fortress on the outside, and an ingeniously 
calculated interior, emphasizing the flood of indirect 
natural light throughout the exhibition space.

In Rizkallah’s representation, the building pops out of 
seemingly organic gray matter, which may remind us of 
the chaotic Beiruti streets surrounding the building, and, 
in parallel, may represent an abstract, surreal organic 
flow, dominated by the precisely realized geometry of 
the building’s exoskeleton, somewhat indicating how 
architecture can be seen as a calculated statement of 
human cultural and technical effort, how architecture is a 
living sculpture, functional, but art.



Then why, if architecture is art, make art of it? Wouldn’t 
that be like mirroring a mirror? 

Architecture in artistic expression has a long standing 
history. Architectural representation in late antiquity had 
a critical role in byzantine art for its religious symbolism, 
was crucial in renaissance art for the sake of structuring 
paintings and developing perspective, became its own 
genre in the Netherlands in the late 16th century to 
celebrate the innovative capabilities of a society to build 
modern cities, and manifested its position in art history 
until today.

For Elie Rizkallah, painting houses is not about sketching 
photo-realistic reproductions of architecture: Utilizing 
the expert eye of a trained architect, he communicates 
the core values of modernist constructions through his 
artwork, and with it, artistically defends the buildings 
against the threat of decay, confronting the human 
capability to create “beautiful things” with a different 
tendency, which may be to neglect what is not of seemingly 
immediate use.  

Bernard Khoury, the son of the designer of the Interdesign 
Building, himself a renowned architect, puts it like this: 
“The Republican period (in Lebanon, ed.), from 1943 to 
the 1970s, witnessed the emergence of a kind of modern 
architecture, great things were done here. People, 
including my father, erected numerous institutional 
buildings like universities for the State. Today, these 
buildings are falling apart. Cultural degradation can be 
read on their façades”. 

Rizkallah preserves these living sculptures, which have 
survived the war, but which may not survive present times, 
by letting them rise above destruction and chaos, creating 
an ideal, virtual space, in which their hopeful, optimistic and 
future-oriented message may be held for generations to come.



Beirut Contemporary. How does 
“urbanscape” reflect your work?

Elie Rizkallah. The title 
“urbanscape” is simple, similar to 
the subject and topic of my work, 
which is solid and allows the work to 
speak for itself. 

My work is embedded in 
architecture. Urbanism is very 
prevalent. There is a big city feel, 
from the content over the angles 
to the perspectives. I love cities: I 
love walking through their streets 
and observing and exploring their 
buildings and their walls. 

My work reflects a city that I dream 
of. I created something new, a 
utopic city, one with influence from 
the world around me, mainly from 
the architecture of Beirut.  During 
the war I saw how the buildings 
became destroyed and empty. 
Despite that, there was a feeling 
that they were lived in, and that 
there is a sort of spirit. Those 
buildings tell a story.

I love cities and landscapes. I grew up 
in a historical town in Lebanon, where 
the houses were made of stone. For 
me, the big city was a dream. 

In my paintings, the city is what 
occupies my mind. When I think 
of something that reminds me or 
draws me towards the city I dream 
of, I take a physical or a mental 
picture. I focus on the angels, the 
light and the shadow, allowing for a 
3D-effect. 
 
During my first trip to Lisbon in 
2004, I was inspired by the work 
of Álvaro Siza. In particular, I drew 
his Expo ’98 Portuguese National 
Pavilion. In Lisbon, I felt like there 
was a modern architecture boom. 

B.C. In your opinion, what is the link 
between architecture and art? 

E.R. Architecture is art. In my 
opinion, a building is a sculpture - 
how can we design it, how can we 
make certain parts more visible, it is 
an art. I try to consider the buildings 
and figures I paint as a subject or a 
person. I focus on light, perspective 
and detail. Similar to portrait 
painting, I feel like the buildings are 
speaking and their walls are carrying 
a story. For me, engineering is a type 
of art and architects are artists.”

B.C. How do you choose the buildings? 
What do buildings mean to you?

Elie Rizkallah
Interview

E.R. I walk a lot. Oftentimes I stumble 
upon buildings that interest me, 
other times I search for them, and 
sometimes they are an image from my 
pure imagination. I particularly love 
old schools and abandoned factories. 
I observe their angles. I take a mental 
picture and imagine how it might look 
in my paintings, once I create the 
perfect mental image, I start drawing. 

B.C. How is present day Lebanon 
reflected in your work?

E.R. In Beirut we are in a ‘cement 
hole’. There is no room for chaos 
between the buildings, which is why 
I love modern engineering - from 
cement we can create something 
new and beautiful. My work is an 
escape to a calmer city, one that 
has towers and all, but is a calm and 
simple city. The chaos we live in is 
hellish, and so the work I produce is 
an escape from reality. 

In some of my work, I archive 
buildings that are already present. 
I archive items that are symbols of 
the Civil War such as the Holiday 
Inn. I also archive items that are 
symbolic for the present, such as 
Electricité du Liban, as we currently 
face severe electricity cuts.”



Electricité du Liban 

Acrylic on canvas
50 x 70 cm
2021

“I took some details of the 
building and created the 
facade rather than drawing 
the entire building.”



Pavillon 98 1

Acrylic on canvas
38 x 55 cm
2021

“I loved this building the first 
time I was in Lisbon. I felt like 
it resembled the beautiful 
city that I was thinking and 
dreaming about. It is by Álvaro 
Siza and it was an homage 
to Lisbon.”



Pavillon 98 2

Acrylic on canvas
50 x 70 cm
2021

Between contemporary monument of a utopian society 
and archive of past ideals: Lisbon 98 Expo Pavilion

The way Elie Rizkallah paints Álvaro Siza’s Pavilion 98 
in Lisbon exhibits the painter’s trademark perspective 
on buildings: A sharp, architectural angle evokes the 
impression of realistic representation, the reduction of 
shapes, materials and colors performs an abstraction 
underlining the minimalist, functional and socio-politically 
revolutionary and perhaps utopian philosophical core of 
modernism, while the building is sculpted out of organic 
surroundings, more of a mere indication rather than 
representation, hinting at transition, creating a surrealistic 
interspace; there but not really there.

Rizkallah catches the dualism of modernist architecture 
oscillating between longevity and impermanence. While 
buildings exist in flux due to environmental and socio-
cultural change, the, at the given time for modernist 
structures always hightech, long-lasting materials and 
the given architectural philosophy, aiming at building 
a sustainable future for a humane society, create this 
particular tension.

In contrast to many of the dysfunctional modernist 
constructions in war-wounded Beirut that Rizkallah paints, 
the Pavilion is a living sculpture of the values it expresses; 
it can be accessed in its materialization as a large public 
space, sheltered from weather by the impossibly thin 
concrete canopy stretched with lightness between two 
gigantic porticoes consisting of several symmetrically 
lined up rectangles, opening to the vast surface of 
Lisbon’s waterfront, while embedded in a lively urban 
neighborhood.  

“The architectural space is the space where the human 
being does beautiful things, it is where we can think and 
propose our social and political ideas. One cannot imagine 
being human without architecture”.



Shadows on the facade

Acrylic on canvas
50 x 70 cm
2021

“I am also inspired by Bauhaus. 
Here I took a detail of the house 
from the 1930s.  I work a lot 
with shadows and lights so the 
image appears to be popping 
out of the canvas.”



The Factory

Acrylic on canvas
38 x 55 cm
2021

“This is a factory in Lebanon. I 
took a picture and I created it in 
my vision. I love structures that 
have elements of brutalism like 
this one.”



ELIE RIZKALLAH

Elie Rizkallah is a Lebanese 
artist from Deir el Qamar, a 
mountain village surrounded by 
architectural treasures of the 
17th century. Growing up, the 
big city was always a dream. 
“The city is what occupied my 
mind (…) My work reflects a city 
that I dream of.”

He is particularly drawn to 
1950s and 1960s modernist 
constructions of Lebanon, more 
precisely by its functioning 
and abandoned villas, schools, 
and factories. For him, each 
construction is unique and 
tells a powerful story about 
Lebanon’s history, from the 
first steps of civilization to its 
most recent tragedies. “During 
the Lebanese Civil War, I saw 
how buildings got destroyed 
and emptied. Despite this, 
there was a feeling that they 
were lived in, and that there 
is a sort of spirit (...) I feel like 
the buildings are speaking 
and their walls are carrying a 
story. For me, engineering is a 
type of art and architects are 
artists.” Buildings damaged by 
shrapnel and bullet holes are 
not a rare site in Beirut, and 
in a communal effort to forget 
about the War and the past, 
those buildings get pushed to 
the shadows of taller and more 

modern towers. By painting 
structures and buildings that 
have lived through monumental 
events in Lebanese history, 
Rizkallah resurfaces their story, 
and that of its residents and 
neighborhoods that have often 
been forgotten and neglected. 

Rizkallah doesn’t always 
choose or locate the structure 
or the building he wishes to 
draw, sometimes he comes 
across them on his walks. “I 
walk a lot. Oftentimes I stumble 
upon buildings that interest 
me, other times I search for 
them, and sometimes they 
are an image from my pure 
imagination (...) I take a mental 
picture and imagine how it 
might look in my paintings, 
once I created the perfect 
mental image, I start drawing 
it.” While his work mainly 
focuses on Lebanon, and 
architectural structures that 
have already been designed and 
built, Rizkallah is also inspired 
by Bauhaus and Brutalism, 
admiring the work of the 
Portuguese architect Álvaro 
Siza. Drawing from such works 
helps him imagine and create 
the utopic city from his dreams 
and imagination, one that is an 
escape from reality. 



Faculty of Architecture

Watercolor on paper 
72 x 50 cm
2021

“This is a building by architect 
Álvaro Siza. It is his work; 
however, I also integrated 
some angels from my 
imaginations.”  

Stepping down

Watercolor on paper 
72 x 50 cm
2021



The Holiday Inn - Beirut

Watercolor on paper 
72 x 50 cm
2021

The Slope

Watercolor on paper 
72 x 50 cm
2021

“Those two pieces are 
watercolor on cardboard. They 
are both compositions from 
my imagination. Architectural 
structures that I imagined and 
created on the cardboard, 
focusing on their complex 
structure and how they link and 
intertwine together.”
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