
The Basilica of Our 
Lady of Lebanon 
Pierre EI Khoury's 1960s desi~n is a breathtakin~ tribute to Mount Harissa 

Situated on the high Harissa Mountain at an 
altitude of SSOm, in close proximity to Jounieh 
Bay, the Basilica of Our Lady of Lebanon is built 
with its form converging towards the iconic 
statue of Virgin Mary. Designed in the late 
1960s by renowned Lebanese architect Pierre El 
Khoury, the imposing basilica is an innovative 
work of architecture, paralleling both local 
and international movements in its structural and 
organic manipulations of concrete. The basilica's 
construction was an enduring process, with 
geometrical and cultural challenges that extended 
well into the 1990s. 

Pierre El Khoury's design for the basilica 
was strongly a product of its time. During the 
1960s, international architectural movements 
included approaches such as brutalism, which 
manifested in masterful concrete structures, and 
neo-expressionism, which encouraged formal 
and geometrical articulations, relying heavily on 
concrete's plasticity and aesthetic. El Khoury's 
design for the basilica is reminiscent of the work of 
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J0rn Utzon for the Sydney Opera House, and also 
parallels Eero Saarinen's formal manipulations and 
Pier Luigi Nervi's structural ingenuity. Advances in 
structural tensioning of concrete were prominent 
as well in the late 1950s and early 1960s in both 
the USA and Europe, particularly prestressed 
concrete. El Khoury's immediate access to the 
technology through his family's business provided 
the setting and background for his design. 

The basilica was envisioned as a ribbed shell 
structure with the raw materiality of concrete, 
hovering over a stepping interior and operating as a 
huge amphitheatre visually focused on the Virgin's 
statue through a central glazed opening. The shell 
was designed with multiple formal allusions, 
starting with the idea of a veil developing from 
the Virgin's dress, while geometrically cascading 
down to resemble the form of a sailboat. El 
Khoury situates his design in a masterful manner, 
connecting it in section to the sharp slope of the 
mountain, while depicting it in plan as converging 
lines that meet at the centre point of the statue. 
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