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SHORT BREAK

Far from polished Downtown, aloof 
intellectuals and elusive creative types 
congregate in achingly cool Mar MikhaelMar Mikhael. In 
stark contrast to the city’s upscale art galleries, 
the surrounding streets serve as a blank canvas 
for graffiti artists, who decorate building walls 
with flourished Arabic script. While certainly 
a more relaxed side of Beirut, the area isn’t 
lacking in indulgences. Milky white arak is 
traditionally enjoyed with a savoury meal, 
and the shelves of vintage-inspired AniseAnise 
(009-617-097 7926) are lined with glass bottles 
of the spirit, handmade in nearby villages. 
When served with fresh blueberry or mint, the 
anise-flavoured aperitif takes on a surprisingly 
sophisticated air. Bow-tie-clad bartenders and 
old Arabic love songs crackling through the 
speakers only heighten the experience.

After lounging poolside in Beirut’s 
glamorous heyday, Brigitte Bardot and Marlon 
Brando retired to PhoeniciaPhoenicia’s glitzy rooms 
(009-611-36 9100, phoeniciabeirut.com). The 
hotel was a casualty of the civil war, nearly 
destroyed by rocket fire during the aptly 
named Battle of the Hotels. Now restored 
to its former glory, Hollywood celebrities are 
once again drawn to its five-star service and 
view of the sparkling Mediterranean Sea. 
Boutique hotel Villa ClaraVilla Clara (009-617-099 5739, 
villaclara.fr), on a leafy residential street, 
transports guests back to an even earlier time. 
All seven rooms of the house are designed 
in the belle époque style, once so popular in 
Lebanon, with vintage furniture by Andrée 
Putman complementing regional details, like 
a hand-blown glass chandelier from Damascus. 
The setting is reminiscent of another time: 
like so much of Beirut, it blurs the lines 
between an idyllic past and what may prove 
to be an equally rosy present.

Le Gray is one 
of the city’s 
most luxurious 
hotels

“Beirut is a city of contrasts. It has a 
cultural mix like nowhere else. It’s this 
diversity that makes the city so exciting. 
Different expressions of tradition appear 
everywhere, and no place more so than in 
cuisine. There is Lebanese cuisine: what I 
call the public, which includes street food 
and restaurant food or mezza, and the 
private, which is regional home-cooking. 

Kamal MouzawakKamal Mouzawak, founder of Tawlet 
restaurant and the agriculture-
focused social development project 
Souk el Tayeb, on where to fill up 
on local flavour

But there’s also an incredible selection 
of international fare. The Italian, French 
and Japanese restaurants are all quite 
authentic in their expression, as most of 
the ingredients are local. Varouj (009-613-
88 2933), a hidden Armenian gem in the 
chaotic Bourj Hammoud area, is one of 
my favourites. East-West fusion restaurant 
Casablanca (009-611-36 9334) has a warm 
organic salad with the most incredible 
texture and seasoning. 

The city never sleeps, but I do; I only go 
to legendary nightclubs like cabaret-style 
Music Hall (009-613-80 7555, themusichall.
com), when I’m feeling courageous. Most 
nights I keep it simple with a basil cocktail 
at Dragonfly (009-617-112 7773). No 
matter where you end up, the perfect 
evening begins with watching the sunlight 
dissolve into the Beirut skyline. The 
dreamy garden rooftop at Hotel Albergo 
(009-611-33 9797, albergobeirut.com) is my 
first stop. I love seeing the fiery sun fade 
behind the city’s rooftops.”
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GETTING THERE
Most carriers in the GCC fly direct to Beirut

Visitors take in an 
exhibition at the Beirut 
National Museum

The popular 
Hamra 
district

Beirut’s 
bustling bar 
scene


