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Fig. 1.
Postcard depicting the Ledra Palace Hotel, 
c. 1954, Photographer: Giragos Zartarian, 
Leventis Municipal Museum of Nicosia – 
Photographic Archive, To Mati 1060
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It was in the 1930s when Cyprus saw the 
appearance of a few luxury hotels adept 
at accommodating the increasing number 
of visitors to this colonial territory. 
The capital city of Nicosia gained its 
own symbol of modern tourism in 1949: 
the Ledra Palace Hotel (fi g. 1). One of 
the earliest grandiose hotels in Cyprus, 
it became the gemstone of the capital, 
attracting the likes of Brigitte Bardot and 
Yuri Gagarin, along with members of the 
Greek and British royal families. Even 
if the colonial blind spots of Lawrence 
Durrell’s 1957 novel Bitter Lemons of 
Cyprus insisted on comparing 20th-century 
Nicosia ʻwith some fl y-blown Anatolian 
township, bemused and forgotten on the 
central steppes’, the Ledra Palace Hotel 
served as architectural proof of the modern 
aspirations of that late colonial era.1 Its 
construction detailing proved technical 
capabilities; its modern conveniences, 
such as hot water and heating, showcased 
technological advancements yet unknown 
to the majority of the population; and 
its overall luxury appealed to European 
cosmopolitanism. Along with its 
architectural grandeur, 
the hotel embodied a complex history, 
being a crucial hub of 1950s urban life 
entwined with a long decolonisation 
process, tourism development and socio-
political contestations.2 

 1 * This essay draws on fi ndings from a research 
programme coordinated by the Mesarch Lab, 
University of Cyprus, co-funded by the European 
Regional Development Fund and the Republic 
of Cyprus through the Research and Innovation 
Foundation (Project: EXCELLENCE/1216/0241).

 Lawrence Durrell, Bitter Lemons of Cyprus, 
London: Faber & Faber, 1957, p. 95. Similar 
perceptions were common in 19th-century colonial 
travellers’ accounts of Cyprus. 

 2 Olga Demetriou, ʻGrand Ruins: Ledra Palace Hotel 
and the Rendering of “Confl ict” as Heritage in 
Cyprus’, in Marie Louise Stig Sørensen and Dacia 
Viejo Rose (eds), War and Cultural Heritage: 
Biographies of Place, Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2015, pp. 183-207; id., ʻThe 

The creation of the Ledra Palace Hotel 
is tied to economic reforms of the late 
colonial administration, which invested 
in development planning, allegedly 
to initiate a transition to self-rule 
and independence.3 This development 
of infrastructures and social welfare 
policies, including the upgrade of medical 
services, social housing, town planning 
and education, was also an effort to 
mitigate rising anticolonial sentiments 
for social control and, in the long 
run, to secure metropolitan interests.4 
However, tourism was not among these 
developmental priorities, leaving the 
efforts to attract visitors solely to 
local private entrepreneurship. This 
was the case with the ambitious Ledra 
Palace Hotel project: while the British 
initially pledged to be a stakeholder, they 
eventually pulled out, leaving the hotel to 
a company comprised of private investors 
coming from Greece, Cyprus and Egypt. 

Militarization of Opulence: Engendering a 
Confl ict Heritage Site’, International Journal of 
Politics, 14/1 (2012), pp. 56-77. 

 3 Similar development plans were adopted across 
the colonial world. For Cyprus, see Government 
of Cyprus, A Ten-year Programme of Development 
for Cyprus, Nicosia: Cyprus Government Printing 
Offi ce, 1946. 

 4 See, for example, Panayiota Pyla, ʻConstruction 
Culture after Independence’, in Euphrosyne 
Rizopoulou-Egoumenidou and Petroula Xatzittofi  
(eds), The Construction Culture in Cyprus, 
Nicosia: Atlas Pantou Group, 2020, pp. 292-317; 
Michalis Sioulas and Panayiota Pyla, ʻSocial 
Housing in Late Colonial Cyprus: Contestations 
on Urbanity and Domesticity’, in Kıvanç 
Kılınç and Mohammad Gharipour (eds), Social 
Housing in the Middle East: Architecture, Urban 
Development, and Transnational Modernity, 
Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2019, 
pp. 181-206; Costas Georghiou, The Architecture 
of Cyprus during British Rule, 1878-1960, 
Nicosia: En Typois Publications, 2018.
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Fig. 2.
Main elevation drawing of the Ledra Palace 
Hotel, 1946, Technical Services Archives, 
Nicosia Municipality

Fig. 3.
The ballroom of the Ledra 
Palace, Press and Information 
Offi ce [PIO], Ministry of 
Interior, Republic of Cyprus, 
Photo Archive, 
Felix Yiaxis Collection 

Fig. 4.
The main entrance of 
the Ledra Palace, 9 July 
1963, PIO Photo Archive, 
Giorgos Vatyliotis 
Collection

The privately funded Ledra Palace Hotel 
opened its doors on 8 October 1949 and 
was offi cially inaugurated one week later 
in the presence of local élite and with 
the British Governor Sir Andrew Wright 
ratifying the colonial government’s 
approval for the venture. A few months 
earlier, the Public Works Department had 
constructed the fi rst passenger terminal 
at the military airbase of the Nicosia 
International Airport, signalling a 
decisive move towards civil aviation and 
Western travellers, and located the hotel 
in a broader celebratory climate.

The hotel was designed by Benjamin 
Günsberg, who had previously designed 
the Forest Park Hotel in Platres, while 
the construction was undertaken by the 
local technical construction company of 
Michaelides Bros, whose collaboration 
with the British colonial government 
included major modernist public health 
buildings in the 1930s: the General 
Hospital in Nicosia and the Sanatorium 
in Kyperounda.5 Contrary to the evidently 
modernist designs of both Günsberg’s and 
Michaelides’ interwar projects, the Ledra 
Palace Hotel differed mainly in terms of 
the façade and decoration (fi g. 2). 

The three-storey hotel was placed along 
an east-west axis and initially included 
93 bedrooms with a capacity of 150 
beds organised along a central corridor 
on two fl oors. A central protruding 
volume, higher than the elongated 
wings, accentuated the monumentality 
and symmetry of the building. All of the 
rooms were equipped with hot and cold 
water, central heating and a telephone; 
these amenities were rarely found in 
typical dwellings, but were necessary to 
certify a hotel as ʻdeluxe’. The hotel’s 
opulence was expressed on the ground fl oor 
with furniture and chandeliers imported 
from Italy, marble imported from Greece 
and a dance fl oor made of lavish oak 
wood (fi g. 3). An arched portico on the 
central axis allowed cars to reach the 
entrance, offering a ceremonial arrival 
and departure (fi g. 4).

An atmosphere of modernity and grandeur 
was created in both the exterior and 
interior.6 Material choices alluded to 

  5 See Petros Phokaides and Alexandra Chronaki, 
ʻΑπό  την αρχαιολογί α στην ιατρική . Αρχιτεκτονική  
και πολιτικέ ς της ταυτό τητας στην αποικιακή  Κύ προ, 
1878-1940’ [From archaeology to medicine: 
Architecture and identity policies in colonial 
Cyprus, 1878-1940], in Petros Phokaides and 
Alexandra Chronaki (eds), Θέ σεις της μνή μης 
[Theses of memory], Athens: Nisos, 2016, 

 pp. 99-103. 

 6 Studies of the Ledra Palace attribute this 
approach to factors including the architect’s 
training and regional trends in hotel design, as 
well as the various owners’ cultural backgrounds 
and social preferences. See, for example, 
Marko Kiessel, ʻFamagusta on Cyprus and the 
Sea: Hotel Architecture, Urban Development 
and Tourism during the British Colonial and 
Early Postcolonial Period’, in Michael J. K. 
Walsh (ed.), Famagusta Maritima: Mariners, 
Merchants, Pilgrims and Mercenaries, Leiden: 
Brill, 2019, pp. 264-296; Georghiou, 

 The Architecture of Cyprus; Demetriou, 
 ʻGrand Ruins’. 
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Fig. 5.
The Saray Hotel on the then 
Ataturk Square,  
c. 1962, Photographer: 
Edmond Torikian, 
Costas and Rita Severis 
Foundation – CVAR, Nicosia 

Fig. 6.
A conceptual sketch of the 
design for the Ledra Palace’s 
pool, Fotis I. Colakides,  
c. 1963, 
Colakides & Associates, 
Architects & Engineers 

public colonial architecture in Cyprus, 
with the prevalence of yellow sandstone 
in combination with local vernacular 
elements, such as the pointed arches on 
the entrance portico and the elevation.7 
The corniced two-storey ʻloggia’ right 
above the entrance, as well as several 
decorative elements around the balconies 
and in the interior, gave monumentality 
and splendour, affi rming the use of 
ʻPalace’ in the hotel’s name. Lying in 
close vicinity to the walls of Nicosia 
– constructed in the 16th century by 
Venetian engineers in the same yellow 
sandstone – the hotel’s materiality 
formed another link to the city’s history. 
Meanwhile, the name ʻLedra’ derived from 
the ancient city-kingdom of the island, 
believed to have been located close to 
contemporary Nicosia. The very signage 
for the hotel, visible from afar and 
appearing in Greek and English at two 
different locations on the main façade, 
would eventually become another crucial 
architectural feature. Initially, an 
English sign in ʻGothic’ font was situated 
above the two-storey loggia, followed by 
a backlit sign in ʻancient’ Greek font, 
placed right above the entrance portico, 
facing the main street. The competing 
historical allusions of the fonts were 
additional layers of the complexity of the 
hotel’s identity.

The multiple historical references 
highlight the intersection of architecture 
and branding in response to persisting 
Western perceptions of Cyprus. Much 
like in other Eastern Mediterranean 
countries, romantic allusions to locality 
and history, combined with demands for 
modern luxury facilities, dictated a path 
to hotel design. Highly selective in its 
formal preferences, the resulting design 
also speaks to what it meticulously 
avoided – the island’s Ottoman past – 
revealing how hotel design was also 
informed by ethnic antagonisms. The 
emergence of a ʻrival’ luxury hotel, 
funded by the Turkish-Cypriot community 
almost ten years later, was another 

 7 A main infl uence is considered Bellapais Abbey, 
a 13th-century Latin monastery in Kyrenia. 
Kiessel refers to a Venetian Gothic palazzo; 

 see Kiessel, ʻFamagusta’; see also Demetriou, 
ʻThe Militarization of Opulence’. 

 8 The construction of the hotel was partly fi nanced 
by Evkaf, the main Turkish-Cypriot institution, 
as part of a broader urban transformation 
plan to prepare the transition of the island 
to a unifi ed independent country. The project 
was assigned to the Turkish architects Rahmi 
Bediz and Demirtaş Kamçı. See Hakan Arslan, 
ʻTurkish-Cypriot Nationalist Drive toward State-
building: Politics, Violence, and Political 
Economy’, in Nicos Trimikliniotis and Umut 
Bozkurt (eds), Beyond a Divided Cyprus: A State 
and Society in Transformation, UK: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2012, pp. 119-134, here p. 130. 

 9 See Willard L. Thorp, Cyprus – Suggestions 
for a Development Programme: Prepared for the 
Government of the Republic of Cyprus, New York: 
United Nations, 1961; Eugène Beaudouin, Manuel 
Baud-Bovy and Aristea Rita Tzanos, Cyprus: 
Study of Tourist Development, Nicosia: Ministry 
of Commerce and Industry, Republic of Cyprus, 
and Paris: Ministry of Foreign Affairs, French 
Republic, 1962. 

manifestation of identity contestations:8 
strategically sited where the seat of the 
Ottoman governor in Cyprus once stood, 
on the central Ataturk Square, it was 
initially called the Evkaf Hotel and was 
later renamed Saray, meaning Ottoman 
palace. The rooftop of the modernist eight-
fl oor Saray overlooked the old city and 
the Ledra Palace Hotel, accentuating the 
strenuous relationships between the two 
communities and the role of hotels in 
shaping community pride and separate 
economic infrastructures right at the end 
of colonial rule (fi g. 5).

The island’s independence enriched 
the Ledra Palace Hotel’s history with 
postcolonial visions of socio-economic 
development and nation-building, as 
well as shifts in global and regional 
trends in tourism that decisively turned 
the spotlight on the coasts.9 The signed 
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Fig. 8.
The Aspelia Hotel (on the left) 
on Varosha beach, early 1970s, 
PIO Photo Archive, 
Jack Iacovides Collection

Fig. 10.
The Ledra Palace Hotel in the 
Buffer Zone under UN control, 2012, 
photograph by Petros Phokaides

Fig. 9.
The Amathus Hotel designed by 
The Architects Collaborative 
International Inc. (TAC), in 
collaboration with Fotis I. Colakides, 
Limassol, c. 1973, Colakides & 
Associates, Architects & Engineers; 
digitisation by the Mesarch Lab, 
University of Cyprus, Nicosia, 2012

Fig. 7.
The Ledra Palace’s pool 
in use during the addition 
of new fl oors, 4 July 1967, 
PIO Photo Archive 

agreement for a Hilton Hotel, as early 
as 1962, signalled tourism development 
as an economic priority for the newly 
elected government.10 Amid the general 
postcolonial euphoria and the state’s 
involvement with the hotel industry, 
the Ledra Palace underwent a series of 
expansions, adding two wings in 1960. 
While building expansions maintained 
the hotel’s original design, the addition 
of outdoor facilities refl ected a striking 
aesthetic turn with the extensive use 
of reinforced concrete; a symbol of 
modernisation for many postcolonial 
nations and a contrasting feature to the 
ʻhistorical’ façade of the pre-existing 
main building. To remain competitive 
in a growing tourism market and 
emerging beach culture, the Ledra Palace 
commissioned the local architect Fotis I. 
Colakides to design a pool,11 surrounded by 
a bar, restaurant and changing rooms (fi g.6). 
The prevailing concrete materiality of the 
pool was combined with brick walls, clad 
in parts with exposed stone, skilfully 
alluding to the local palette and used as 
a subtle mechanism to satisfy not only 
architectural priorities, but also the 
demands from international tourist trends 
and the gradual commercialisation of the 
aesthetics of leisure spaces (fi g. 7).12 
Two more hotel fl oors were added between 
1967 and 1969, at a favourable political 
juncture marked by the opening of a 
dialogue between the two communities 

 10 Panayiota Pyla, ʻLeisure and Development Geo-
economics: Architecture and Tourism Systems 
in the Mediterranean South’, in Arindam Dutta, 
Muzaffar Ijlal and Fabiola López-Durán (eds), 
Systems and the South, Aggregate Architectural 
History Collaborative (forthcoming).  

 11 At the time, Colakides’ portfolio included other 
pools at the Verengaria Hotel (1967), the Forest 
Park Hotel (1963) and the Curium Palace (1974).  

 12 Panayiota Pyla and Petros Phokaides, ʻThe 
Varosha Beachfront Then and Now: Leisure 
Aesthetics, Heritage Politics and Contested 
Futures’, Architectural Theory Review, 24/1 
(2020), pp. 1-20. 

 13 Ibid. 

to resolve the Cyprus Problem. In this 
climate the Republic intensifi ed its 
efforts to encourage private and foreign 
investments in tourism development. 
Indeed, the island’s coastlines experienced 
a proliferation of large-scale modern resorts 
in the following years. Among them, the 
Aspelia (early 1970s) and the state-funded 
Golden Sands (1973) were constructed, along 
with the Grecian (c. 1965) and other hotels 
and apartment buildings, on Varosha beach 
– the island’s main tourism destination.13 
Further north, the Salamis Bay (1973) was 
built around the time that the Amathus 
(c. 1973) emerged on the largely unspoilt 
coastline of Limassol (fi gs 8-9). All these 
cases exhibited hotel branding and design 
strategies that alluded to local history in 
more abstract and discreet ways than the 
Ledra Palace did, highlighting the shift 
from regionalist or romantic approaches to 
global modernist aesthetics. Even though 
these changing tourism trends overshadowed 
the ʻgrandeur’ of the Ledra Palace, the 
hotel had other ʻglorious’ histories to tell 
as a place of socio-political negotiation 
almost from its inception. It witnessed 
strikes and demonstrations during the 
1950s against the colonial government; it 
continued to operate alongside military 
checkpoints and confl icts throughout the 
1960s; and after 1974 it housed the UN 
Peacekeeping Force in Cyprus, intensifying 
its contested architecture and proving how, 
up to this day, it is much more than a 
hotel (fi g. 10).




