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Preface
LUÌS MONREAL, GENERAL MANAGER

AGA KHAN TRUST FOR CULTURE, GENEVA, SWITZERLAND

T
he Aga Khan Trust for Culture (AKTC) and the Aga Khan Award for Architecture

(AKAA) had been considering for some time the organisation of a meeting in Iran that

would provide the opportunity of engaging in meaningful dialogue between national

architects, teachers and students in the fields of historic preservation and contemporary design, and

their counterparts from other countries. This initiative was realised in the cities of Yazd and Tehran

from 11 to 17 October 2002.

The seminars organised by the Trust and the Award for Architecture have contributed to setting

high academic and professional standards for nearly three decades, and complement the educational

activities undertaken by other agencies of the Aga Khan Development Network (AKDN). The

meetings in Iran, however, marked the first time that an Award seminar has been split into two dif-
ferent but complementary subjects: historic preservation and contemporary architecture and plan-
ning. This dual structure closely reflects the realities that most Muslim societies face today. On one

hand, there is an urgent need to protect and revitalise historic urban heritage and the contexts in

which it is located; on the other, there is massive need for new construction, including housing, in-
dustrial and corporate structures, public facilities, and planning and infrastructure initiatives. Un-
fortunately, most countries separate these concerns. The AKTC, however, follows an integrated ap-
proach to the challenge of reconciling the old with the new, and conceives of the past as an inte-
gral part of contemporary life. Thus, the Trust believes that the union of preservation of heritage

with contemporary initiatives is a necessary prerequisite for the attainment of truly sustainable

development. 

The two themes of the seminar were mirrored in the venues where the meetings were held. Few

cities in the world can rival the extraordinary architectural heritage of Yazd, and Tehran is a fine

example of a modern metropolis, filled with energy and excitement, but also with many of the

same problems of burgeoning cities everywhere. The striking contrast between the two provided

vivid illustration for the seminar sessions, while one constant and very enjoyable characteristic of

both cities was the kind friendship and warm hospitality extended to us by the Iranian men and

women who so graciously welcomed our presence.



It has been an honour for the Trust that the seminar was organised under the auspices and with the

close collaboration of the Iranian Cultural Heritage Organisation, the Iranian Ministry of Hous-
ing and Urban Development and the Tehran Museum of Contemporary Art. The professional

relations and warm personal friendships that we have established with all three organisations are

indeed most important to us, and we look forward to nurturing these relationships in the future.

I would like to thank particularly Mr Seyyed Mohammad Beheshti, Head of the Iranian Cultur-
al Heritage Organisation (ICHO), as well as the members of the ICHO staff. Mr Mohammad Has-
san Khademzadeh, Director of the ICHO in Yazd, and his colleagues were also most helpful. We

are grateful to Dr Mohammad Ali Vahdat, Chancellor of the University of Yazd, who made avail-
able the university’s Cultural Centre in Yazd as the venue for our meetings there. I also wish to

thank Dr Pirooz Hanachi, Deputy Minister of Housing and Urban Development, for his con-
stant support and assistance. Dr Ali Reza Sami Azar, Director of the Tehran Museum of Con-
temporary Art, and his staff hosted the sessions in Tehran, and provided invaluable assistance for

the administrative and logistical organisation of our meetings. During Dr Sami Azar’s mandate,

the Tehran Museum of Contemporary Art has become the most important cultural venue in Iran,

open to academics, professionals and most importantly to students, thousands of whom attended

the seminar sessions in Tehran. 

Finally, I would like to extend my special thanks to Dr Bagher Shirazi who helped to conceive the

intellectual programme for the seminar sessions held in Yazd, and to Professor Darab Diba who

helped to plan the entire seminar from its inception through to the end. 

These proceedings of our meetings will help to convey a sense of the extremely rich exchange and

breadth of ideas that were discussed in Yazd and Tehran. The Aga Khan Trust for Culture and

the Aga Khan Award for Architecture are proud to have been part of this event and hope to long

continue the fruitful relations established at numerous levels of Iranian society.

Preface
PIROOZ HANACHI, DEPUTY MINISTER

MINISTRY OF HOUSING AND URBAN DEVELOPMENT, TEHRAN, IRAN

I
would like to thank our co-organisers at the Tehran Museum of Contemporary Art and to

welcome all our guests. I hope that holding such seminars may provide the grounds for an ex-
change of views between Iranian architects and international personalities worldwide.

I found several interesting points in the lecture given by Charles Jencks, who outlined seven phas-
es in the generation of new ideas in architecture. He also discussed the interactive relationship be-
tween globalisation and architecture. When we look at the world’s contemporary history, we see

that architecture, unlike language, has never bound itself to conventional borders. The evidence of

this fact is detectable throughout the world over a period of centuries. Today, architects can take ad-
vantage of information systems to have immediate access to new ideas. The accelerating effect that

these information systems have on architectural ideas is undeniable.

Obviously, the effect of globalisation on different fields of architecture will be discussed in this sem-
inar. Globalisation has merged the work place into the living environment and exerts a great in-
fluence on the ideas we have encountered in previous decades. Today, virtual shopping means that

sales can occur without stores in the physical sense. This will obviously affect the real environment.

There were three pivotal points in Professor Jencks’ remarks. He believes that inspiration by na-
ture, inspiration by environment, and the emergence of a certain spirit of the times are key elements

in the most important works of architecture at the beginning of the third millennium. When we

look at the history of Iran’s architecture, which has always been distinctive in the Middle East, we

see that it contains these three elements.

Iranian architecture in the pre-Islamic period was based on conformity with the environment

and introverted creation within a certain spirit of the times, whereas western architecture de-
monstrated these characteristics in an extroverted manner. One distinction between eastern and

western architecture is perhaps that of introversion versus extroversion, a difference that demands

careful consideration.



Preface
ALI REZA SAMI AZAR, DIRECTOR

TEHRAN MUSEUM OF CONTEMPORARY ART, TEHRAN, IRAN

I
t is an honour for the Tehran Museum of Contemporary Art to host such a group of prom-
inent international architects and urban designers. This is a unique opportunity for Iranian

architects to take advantage of dialogue and discourse on major issues facing contemporary

architecture. It will surely enhance our knowledge and increase our ability to tackle current prob-
lems confronting physical necessities of our changing society. This seminar was presented in two

parts. The first part, held in the city of Yazd, looked at ways and means for maintaining historical

heritage and renovating existing sites and buildings. The second part, held in this museum, fo-
cussed on trends in contemporary architecture, searching for appropriate alternatives for the future.

It thus had a two-fold agenda looking at how to preserve the architectural achievements of the past

while at the same time confronting the new necessities of the modern world.

These two areas, that of a traditional heritage arising from an old civilisation and the requirements

of today’s world, do not seem to be able to coexist easily. There are contradictions that sometimes

give rise to disagreements. The progressive ambitions of mankind may unfortunately tend towards

the elimination of traditional institutions and cultural resources. At the same time, there is a grow-
ing fear that this so-called single-world culture is a force that is progressively wearing away the cul-
tural heritage that made the great civilisations of the past.

This clash is complex in a country such as Iran where there is a strong cultural background as well

as a vigorous tendency towards progress and a thirst for modernity. The emergence of new archi-
tecture in Iran was of course related to the wave of modernity that has tended to impose a certain

global conformity. Some of the buildings erected during the past few decades however, including

this museum, exemplify the strong desire of leading Iranian architects to root contemporary archi-
tecture in the soil of its past and to infuse a national spirit in their works, while travelling the road

towards modernisation. A quick glance at the city of Tehran indicates that there have been only

isolated attempts in this direction.

The crucial problem confronting nations is one of underdevelopment. But is there any universal

solution to this problem? The phenomenon of globalisation, truly considered an advancement of

mankind, simultaneously constitutes a subtle destruction of traditional cultures and national val-

I hope that this seminar, which was coordinated by concerned Iranian organisers and an interna-
tional institution, will occur again in the future. My special thanks go to the Aga Khan Award for

Architecture. The exchange of ideas here will definitely have a great influence on Iranian archi-
tects, students, and all those who are involved in this profession. A major source of concern in Iran

is that we have not developed any new ideas in architecture for a long time and we hope that this

seminar will provide the grounds for generating such new thought.

Although positive steps have been taken in this regard, the government’s inadequacy in creating

new ideas in architecture prevails. Of course, providing a fertile ground for future development is

our job and we hope that your cooperation will help us to succeed.



Introduction. Past and Future
PHILIP JODIDIO

I
t is a commonplace notion that the worlds of contemporary architecture and historic preser-
vation rarely meet. Architects, especially famous ones, are so much involved in the present that

they hardly have time for the past. And the issues of historic preservation, including the tech-
nical ones, are very different from the questions posed by a modern computer-designed building

for example. And yet, what are great cities but a continual confrontation between the needs of these

two disciplines. History is defined in different ways in Paris, Cairo or New York, but each city has

its past, its monuments and its heritage that largely define its identity. Moving forward to accom-
modate new populations or new activities frequently gives rise to conflict between past and pres-
ent. Is a monument more important than a new high-rise that creates office space or apartments for

the populations of today? It may be that architects and specialists in historic preservation have very

different points of view on such a problem. And yet it would appear that a greater sensitivity to the

past exists in more mature western cities that may no longer be growing as rapidly as cities such as

Tehran for example. Why bring together contemporary architects and important figures in the

world of historic preservation in the same seminar? Because it is urgent that a dialogue be created

and that students who listen to their words be familiar not only with the alluring prospect of shin-
ing new buildings, but also with the wealth that lies in the stones of the past.

Participants in the seminar co-organised by the Aga Khan Award for Architecture in Yazd and

Tehran have themselves actively posed the questions of the relationship between the past, the pres-
ent and the future implied in such a gathering. As Seyyed Mohammad Beheshti, Head of the Iran-
ian Cultural Heritage Organisation, puts it: “It is undoubtedly laudable to strive towards a better

future and to pay attention to the past as an indispensable factor in achieving this future. However,

this idea should not conceal a greater truth from us: the past and the future do not exist; what does

exist is the present. [...] It is correct that the demolition of the past by the relentless forces of moder-
nity is quite disturbing, but it is also important to understand the reasons for its preservation, as well

as its employment for the benefit in the present. If we clearly comprehend the benefits of the past

and if we understand its advantages for our present, then it will be preserved and delivered to the

future as it should be.” 

ues. This could eventually mean the complete subversion of great civilisations and old cultures.

These civilisations and cultures permit us to interpret life and define the ethical and mythical nu-
cleus of mankind. The paradoxical question is therefore how to become modern while also re-
turning to our roots; how to preserve an old civilisation and to simultaneously be part of universal

culture. This dilemma proves the growing need for an authentic dialogue, an exchange of ideas

and a sharing of experiences. This seminar intends to provide the grounds for precisely that kind

of dialogue. It will hopefully familiarise Iranians with the architectural initiatives of other nations,

as we can no longer apply old solutions to new problems. It will also explain how Iranian con-
temporary architects have dealt with new necessities and modern physical requirements.

This gathering fulfils a long-awaited wish. I am deeply grateful to everyone who has been involved

in the realisation of this wish. Firstly, I would like to express my deepest appreciation to our Iran-
ian co-organisers, the Iranian Cultural Heritage Organisation, and above all to Mr Beheshti, and

also to the Iranian Ministry of Housing and Urban Development represented by Dr Hanachi,

Deputy Minister. My heartfelt gratitude goes to our friends at the Aga Khan Trust for Culture and

the Aga Khan Award for Architecture. In this regard, I must single out for special thanks Dr Suha

Özkan, without whose full-fledged collaboration and dedication the organisation of this seminar

would not have been possible. I am also equally grateful to Mr Farrokh Derakhshani, who has been

shuttling to and fro between Geneva and Tehran to coordinate all the concerned parties. Ladies

and gentlemen, let us hope that this auspicious gathering will bring about more determination and

insight to building a better environment for a new society.



The architecture of the present is surely the product of past lessons, even if some schools of thought

such as early Modernism imagined history as a tabula rasa. Arata Isozaki, one of the most impor-
tant living Japanese architects, a participant in this seminar, in describing his own career, says: “...I

started studying not only modern architecture but also the history of architecture – traditional Japan-
ese architecture, but also that of Europe. I came to understand the solutions found in different parts

of the world in the past and to begin to see relations between these methods. I became determined

not to simply follow a modern style, but by enriching my thoughts with the learning of the past, I

sought to create something new.” Isozaki is in reality no exception to the rule. Great contemporary

architects must look to what has gone before in order to be able to go forward, “to create something

new,” as he puts it. If the great examples of past architecture, as exemplified in many historic city

cores, are allowed to be swept aside by modernisation, then clearly tomorrow’s architects will have

little to base their thought on. 

Where architectural education once placed great emphasis on learning such antiquated methods

as drawing, today, computers and a hurried sense of the future often sweep aside the kind of his-
torical thought that nourished the work of Arata Isozaki. As Seyyed Mohammad Beheshti, Luìs

Monreal and other participants in this seminar have underlined, the most significant moment for

both historic preservation and contemporary architecture is not the future but the present. The pres-
ent is also where the past and the future meet. Whether in rehabilitating time-worn relics or in im-
agining glittering new vessels, specialists in historic preservation and in contemporary architecture

have every interest in getting to know each other better. It is their combined effort that shapes the

city of today.
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