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DOUBLE-EDGED ICON: KINGS' MEMORIAL TOWER/ FREEDOM SQUARE

Faryar Javaherian/ Translated by Azita Izadi
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Historical Background

The Shah had a vision for his nation
which he believed he could fulfill: re-
building Iran into a Great Civilization. But
this vision was somehow blurry and
ambivalent: He wanted to tap the
energies of lranian Antiquities - he
claimed for himself a direct lineage to
Cyrus the Great on the one hand- and on
the other the Models he sought for this
Great Civilization, were France and
England.

Comparing Iran to West-European
countries in the 1960's and 70's was quite
anachronistic and unrealistic. But royal
visions are often unattainable and seem
overambitious to common mortals.

As sine qua non elements of this royal
vision, Architecture, Engineering and
Urban Planning flourished during the
Second Pahlavi Rule, but just like the
vision itself, they had a double edge: one
aspect stressed modernization, while the
other referred back to the grandeur of the
culture of old and Islamic Iran.

When the Shah talked of this "Great
Civilization," he also often mentioned
"The Gateway" which would lead to it.
Therefore, semantically the task was set
for creating a new Gateway, and it only
took some administrative steps to
transpose this royal will into an
architectural monument.

The Committee for the 2500 Years'
Celebrations was established in
November 1959. The building of Shahyad
Tower was one of this committee's many
projects.

The royal vision was enlarged so that
this new Gateway was not only a
Memorial Tower for the Pahlavi Rule, but
was also meant to glorify all preceding
Kings of the Persian Empire. Therefore it
was determined that this project would be
pursued through a National competition.

On September 1st, 1966, the
Competition was announced in a very
brief article in the daily Etelaat, and
submission was open to all architects.1

A site was allocated to this project at
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the crossroad of Tehran's main East/
West axis, and 122,375 square meters of
land were set aside for the project that
was going to be the largest plaza in the
world. The project site had an oval shape
and was meant to become the major
Meidan - plaza or square - of Tehran.
Today, 70,000 square meters of this land
is occupied by automobile circulation and
50,000 are left for the landscaping around
the project.

An article in Etelaat of the following
year, entitled "The Largest Square in the
World", announced the opening ceremony
of the construction by their Majesties, and
compared it to the Naghshe-Jahan
square which is only one-third of the size
of Shahyad Square! The article also
predicted the end of construction to
coincide with the 2500 years' celebrations
of that year.

All the rulers of the world, whether
Kings or Presidents, all iranian scholars,
and many dignitaries were invited to join
these Celebrations. Since most of these
would arrive from Mehrabad Airport, the
location of the Shahyad Tower would act
as an entry gateway into Tehran. If its
architecture could convey the symbolic
meaning of a Triumphal Arch leading to
the Great Civilization, then it would leave
an indelible impression on all the invitees.

In the course of time the program of
the competition was greatly expanded to
include a museum space glorifying 25
centuries of Imperial Rule, a "historic
tunnel', an audio-visual corridor
representing a map of Iran, a VIP lounge
and many other spaces which were quite
beyond the scope of a simple Triumphal
Arch, and its budget was blown up to forty
million Toumans.2

During this period, Iranian artists in all
domains were searching for their cultural
roots, to give a new national identity to
their creations. In architecture we see a
bipolar situation where the nationalists
confront the internationalists who were
mesmerized by Western technology and
the International Style. The nationalists
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looked to Godard, Siroux, and their
successor, Seyhun, who had a
tremendous impact on the education of a
new generation of architects. Seyhun
insisted on discovering the intrinsic values
of vernacular architecture hitherto ignored
by the profession, and infusing into his
students this sense of belonging to a
culture. In a way, Seyhun's approach to
architecture was a post-modern stand,
long before the style became
internationally established. Hossein
Amanat was one of his most prominent
students.

The Competition

The competition called for a monument in
any style the architect wished, its height
not exceeding 45 meters. Never has
there been an architectural competition
described as vaguely as this one, clearly
showing that no professional staff was
involved in the preparation of the
competition criteria.

According to Eshragh, editor of
Honar-o-memari architectural magazine,
21 contestants’ submitted schemes,
which was quite a large number for that
period.

Among the Jury members were
Mohsen Forughi, the most prominent
Iranian Architect and former Dean of the
School of Fine Arts of Tehran University,
and Houshang Seyhun, who had now
replaced Forughi as Dean.

The winner was Hossein Amanat, a
25 years old architect who had just
graduated from Tehran University's
School of Fine Arts.

The concept
Unfortunately except for one small image,
none of the early sketches made by
Amanat for the competition have
survived, so that it is now difficult to trace
the process of design from its conceptual
inception to its formal realization.

The main concept of Shahyad's
design is the chahar-tagh or four-vaults
which is the primordial paradigm of
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East/ west elevation st 1By gles

East/ west section through main arch Lol 5l 5l 3 5

Early sketch by Amanat il adgl sl

Persian Architecture: four pillars rise and
are covered by a four-partite dome. In
the case of Shahyad, the four pillars twist
in a complex system of curvatures and
rise to end up in a quasi square at the
top.

The Design

The plan of the Shahyad tower reveals
four pillars, or rather four buttresses,
which are not rectangular in plan, but
have a complex wrench-shape.

The plan of the square is directly
derived from the ceiling plan of Sheikh
Lotfollah Mosque, except that instead of a
circle, it is composed of two halves of two
ellipses with two different foci.

The geometric analysis of the
proportions of the tower shows that it is
stocky; it seems to “desire” a greater
elevation. If the three horizontal circles
had been matched by three vertical ones,
it would certainly have a more elegant
soaring effect instead of looking like a
headless figure. But Amanat was
constricted in his design by the 45 meter
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Gateway to Tehran University

height limitation on the tower because of
its proximity to the airport. What he could
not achieve in verticality, he compensated
for in the horizontal spread of the pillars
and the grandeur of the hollowed forms
below.

The North-South elevations are quite
different from the East-West ones. In the
East-West axis which is along the main
path from the airport into the city, the arch
opening is very generous, and it was
designed to remind the viewer of the
Taghe Kasra, the Sassanid arch entrance
to Ctisphun Palace.

On top of the Sassanid arch is a
quasi- jenaghi (wishbone) arch which is
also repeated in the North-South
elevation. The interesting fact about this
arch is that it has absolutely no
precedents in Islamic architecture, since
its sides grow wider as they reach down
to the ground. The treatment of the
surface between these two arches whose
geometry consists of a regressive series
of lozenges is reminiscent of Seyhun's
design for the Kamal-ol-Molk Mausoleum.

Ol oladls 5oy

This mosaic design which has often
been referred to as inspired by the
peacock tail motif, is the design of
Hossein Amanat. lts precedent, before
Seyhoun's work, can be found in the wall
decorations of the Vakil Mosque in Shiraz.

The North-South elevation is much
more elongated with a much smaller arch,
reminiscent of Seljuk architecture, but
again unprecedented in Islamic
architecture since it gets wider and wider
as it reaches the ground.

The twisting of the pillar/buttresses
has been designed according to strict
mathematical rules as can be seen in the
following graph, and yet it somehow
achieves a natural or almost organic
order. This is the genius of Iranian
architecture present in so many
masterpieces of the past, and according
to some contemporary architects, only
Seyhun's works have been able to
achieve this sort of structural superiority.

The most interesting fact about this
memorial tower is that it is designed
without columns or load-bearing walls, but
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Typical pattern of stone cladding

Photo by Reza Najafian

rather as a single sculptural element
which supports itself. The scale of the
tower could easily have transformed it
into an example of despotic architecture:
the four pillar/butiresses, each 42 by 62
meters are sturdily seated on the ground,
and twist to become much smaller and
support the roof. Fortunately the stripes of
turquoise mosaics break up the
stockiness of the pillars and give them a
human scale. The elegance of the curves
formed by these stripes on the surface of
the pillars, make them seem to soar to
the sky. These curves are also calculated
according to the same mathematical
order shown in the graph, and again it is
amazing how such mathematical
precision produces so much natural and
organic order! These are the mystical
secrets of numbers in Iranian geometry.

The same can be said of the overall
skin of the pillar/buttresses which was
designed by Amanat and systematized by
Ove Arup with a computer-aided program
resulting in a strict geometric order, but
somehow looking like fish scales; again
very organic.

The design of the main dome
supporting the roof and some other lesser
domes inside the building are modern
versions of classical domes of Seljuk
period. Amanat says that the designs
were inspired by studies of the Friday
Mosque in Isfahan.

Finally the fenestration design which
tops the building is reminiscent of Seljuk
or Ghaznavi towers and has most often
been compared to the Toghrol Tower.

The Modernity of Shahyad

As pointed out earlier, Houshang Seyhun
had stepped onto the path of Post-
Modernism well ahead of its time. In the
West - the first Post-Modern building is
considered to be Michael Graves' City
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Hall of Portland, Oregon, 1980-82,
although Charles Jencks attributes the
beginning of Post-Modernism to the early
70's when Graves' sketches were already
pointing to a complex relation to
traditional art and architecture of ancient
cultures, and Venturi and Scott-Brown
were already using vernacular American
architecture and symbols in their designs.

Amanat and his collaborators,
students of Seyhun, were also way ahead
of their contemporaries in the West while
building the Shahyad Tower.

| think that many spaces in this project
"happened" as a result of the design, and
were not predicted by the design team.
For instance, the chaos of the stairs
inside two of the pillar-buttresses, has
created spaces that are modern and
dramatic, similar to the Deconstructivist
architecture of Liebeskind, and mostly
reminiscent of the Russsian
Constructivists and therefore of Zaha
Hadid's works.

The interior spaces are totally in
contrast to the polite, polished and
ordered appearance of the exterior,
something which can be attributed to the
"charette” conditions under which the
building was designed and constructed.
So there is definitely a contradictory
relationship between interior and exterior
spaces. Even in the exterior there is a
contradictory conjunction of Sassanid and
Islamic symbolism. It is possible to view
these contradictions as the result of the
contradictory nature of our culture over
the past century.

Today, it is not because of the
functions it fulfills as a museum or
gateway or convention hall, that Azadi
tower is alive. It is by the grace of the
presence of people, gathered in the
square, their voices and their movements,

Main curves in elevation

Les Lol slalind

that it receives the gift of life.

Azadi tower is a Logos representing
the symbolism of the center. Because it
has been the end point of all
demonstrations and the meeting point for
the speeches at the end of the
demonstrations, since the revolution, it
really has acquired a strong genius Loci
or sense of place.

The tower remains so popular that in
a recent ice-sculpture festival in the
province of Chahar Mahal va Bakhtiari, a
group of artists sculpted it in ice.

Still, my favorite depiction of Shahyad
is the drawing my 10-year old son, Safa,
recently made of it.

Notes:

1- Text of Competition as it appeared in ETELAAT

2 - The program also included a series of niches
(ghorfeh) underground and around Shahyad, each
representing one dynasty, proposed by Amanat
himself, but these niches were never built.

* | want to thank all the people who spent many good
hours of their valuable time talking to me about
Shahyad, either in person, or on the phone or by
email in the case of the diaspora, and mostly Hossein
Amanat himself.
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Plan of the main entrance tunnel
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patterns and colors
(Amanat does not
recall any greenish
concrete, but
somehow it must
have thus withered)
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Plan of tower and underground facilities
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