  History and Theory 2 M5X01981  
   Word count excluding quotes- 2,486                                                                                Hollie Parsons 1907202 

Heydar Aliyev Cultural Centre by Zaha Hadid- A critical review
The Heydar Aliyev Cultural Centre by Zaha Hadid is widely regarded as one of her greatest works. Built in 2012 in Baku, Azerbaijan, the building has left a lasting impact on both the location itself and architects all over the world. In the architectural world, any building created will be faced with an abundance of reviews, some will praise the build and some will criticise. There are various aspects that may be analysed in these reviews, be it the design and themes of the build, the structure and materials used, and sometimes a consideration of the ethics involved. Such topics are important to discuss when analysing and critiquing a building, as they allow the reader to open up and often change their preconceived opinions. This review will explore these themes in regards to the Heydar Aliyev centre, also making sure to discuss the significance of the build to Hadid’s career, any controversies that came to fruition from the build and the cultural importance for Baku itself.
                               Zaha Hadid Architects won a competition in 2007 to design a cultural centre for the centre of Baku. The centre comprises of a museum, auditorium and a multipurpose hall space. The 57,519m² centre is a bold mass comprised of sweeping shapes and curves (Zaha Hadid Architects, 2012). The design has a rather stark contrast to the existing architecture of the city. Amongst the monotonous high rises and office buildings stands an almost gelatinous form of pure parametric architecture. Hadid had a distinct theme that she wanted to portray through the design, the theme of romance. In an interview with Dezeen, the project architect for the centre, Saffet Kaya Bekiroglu, stated that: 
 "they wanted to have something unique, something which is looking at the future, somehow showing their soft, romantic side but at the same time their optimistic side[…]when you look at Soviet era [architecture in Azerbaijan], it's more like monumental internalised authoritarian buildings. So, this, we wanted to use this building as an opportunity to soften it up and totally depart from that." (Fairs, 2014)
It is safe to say that they strayed away from the regular ‘soviet era’ of architecture and managed to create a whole separate environment. As soon as you set eyes on the centre, you are transported away to a whole separate space. Although the design is bold and striking, it is also soft as Bekiroglu suggested, the way the building slopes down, winding in and out of folding enveloping forms, it does so softly and gradually. The sheer scale of the building can be quite overwhelming but in a powerful, positive way. This can be carried forward in the aim to bring a new era of architecture to Azerbaijan, the design will be influential for many years to come. Piers Gough of CZWG Architects likened the centre to Marilyn Monroe stating “it is as pure and sexy as Marilyn’s blown skirt” (Waite, 2014), although Gough may not have been directly saying the building looks like a skirt, you can see likeness in both forms. The random freeform shapes  a skirt flowing in the wind can create can be seen in the folds and façade. Seen at the front of the building is a massive sweeping piece of the roof that dips to touch the floor, the structure is so large, yet the way it gently touches the floor is delicate and ‘pure’, referencing back to Marilyn’s skirt. Exuberant descriptions such as Gough’s may appear out [image: Diagram

Description automatically generated]of place when taken at face value, but after analysing the building’s structure carefully, they [image: A close-up of a sailboat
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                              Roof meeting the ground  (Best Interior Designers, 2014)                         Sketches of the centre, showing its fluidity (Author)
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Description automatically generated]The theme of romance is carried through into the interior, which is equally as striking as the exterior. Following the same roof line as the exterior, the interior mimics the smooth wave form creating different heights and volumes within the interior spaces.  As you can see in the photo below, the ceiling extends to wrap around and join the floor in one fluid motion, creating a continuous unified shape. Even the main staircase wraps each step up onto the side of the wall, with each step gradually fading into the skin of the wall. The environment that the continuous surface creates is an encompassing, welcoming one, tying in the romantic element.
                       Interior view of curved walls  (Martinovic, n.d.)                                                                                     Interior staircase (Huber, 2018)



Hadid’s use of irregular forms is prevalent throughout the entire building, every space is carefully planned out, every ‘corner’ of a room is transformed into an art feature in itself. They are not orthodox corners, you won’t find a simple rectangular room anywhere. In an interview by Xan Brooks with The Guardian, Zaha Hadid talks about her design choices stating “people think that the most appropriate building is a rectangle, because that's typically the best way of using space. But is that to say that landscape is a waste of space? The world is not a rectangle. You don't go into a park and say: 'My God, we don't have any corners.” (Brooks, 2013). Hadid’s idea to distance her work from the normative use of rectangular forms is seen in the foreground of the centres design principle. Every room and function is completely unique to the space, everything has a sense of it being completely bespoke to the centre, creating a brand.                                                                                                              	                                       		The centre is comprised of Glass Fibre Reinforced Concrete (GFRC) and Glass Fibre Reinforced Polyester (GFRP), paired with a space frame system (Heydar Aliyev Centre | AJ Buildings Library, 2012). These materials were used for the cladding of the building as they are lightweight and versatile, in the sense that they can be precast to form all of the intricate folds and waves that make up the outer skin. The two materials reinforce each other as the GFRC alone does not have the structural capacity for larger builds. The choice of material is cost efficient compared to other materials. When the build’s scale is taken into consideration, this efficiency is hugely beneficial. The cladding materials are also sustainable and environmentally friendly as they are made from all natural raw materials (Pazdur-Czarnowska, 2019). The choice of the white cladding is a bold contrast to the surrounding environment, but with the way the materials were made to bend in and out of the contours it seamlessly blends into the landscape. Almost the entirety of the centre features shades of white and grey, the outer skin, the stairs, ceiling, the floor, mostly everything, apart from the concert hall. The interior of the auditorium offers a warmer colour palette, the entire room is lined with curved strips of American oak (Cook, 2013). The change of material and colours creates a dreamy new environment which boasts a homely energy.
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         Auditorium interior (Dezeen, 2013)                                                                                                   Close up of oak panels in the auditorium (Dezeen, 2013)
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Description automatically generated]As previously mentioned, the walls in the building have a theme of meeting the ceiling seamlessly, the artificial lighting for the centre follows the same theme. The lighting was designed by Maurice Brill Lighting Design MBLD, they utilise Radiant 3D LED Flex 100 which is a modular flexible system specifically designed for the cultural centre (Heydar Aliyev Centre Radiant Lighting, 2012). The way these lights are implemented in the auditorium is by reflecting the light directly off of the wooden panels which then creates a soft ambient light whilst still providing a sufficient amount of luminosity. The lights can be found throughout the centre following the curves of the walls in sporadic neon strips. The way the lighting clings to those forms emphasises the shapes that the panels are forming. The lighting isn’t obvious and doesn’t take precedent in the design but instead enhances the themes and user experience. Another prominent feature are the huge glass facades that greet the user. The placement of the rooms has been designed in such a way that each function addresses sunlight appropriately. The library is north facing to allow a continuous amount of natural light. North east is the auditorium and multi-functional room, with the museum and art galleries to south west. The glass panels themselves are a semi-reflective glass with black mullions separating a pattern of rectangular panels (Cook, 2013). The choice to have such a structured geometric panel with the dark mullions contrasts with the all-white exterior and irregular form of the building. The building warps over the windows and engulfs them, leaving smaller sections of window along with the larger sections, allowing whoever strolls past the building a sneak peek at the activities inside.
 Exterior windows (Hayes, Baan and Hufton+Crow, 2014)            Smaller window sections  (Rankovic, 2015)	Interior lighting (Baan, 2013)
                                With any project you will be faced with the addition of landscape design. This project faced a huge obstacle in the form of a jagged topography. The site itself is situated on a gradual hill which also features a larger drop in section which became a challenge to incorporate. The solution was to work with the change in level to create a sloping landscape leading up to the centre. The landscape is comprised of a mix of stone paved ramps, steps, zig zagging pathways , geometric patches of grass, reflection pools, a small café south of the site and underground parking. Shown in the section below you can see how Hadid utilises the slope of the site as a car park.
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                           Site plan (Zaha Hadid Architects, 2012)                                                                Sketch defining the drop in section on the site (Author)
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Description automatically generated]The design of the landscape contrasts with the design of the centre itself, the centre is a free flowing warped form whereas the landscaping has more structure and is more geometric in design. However, the landscaping has the same flowing quality about it, from one end of the site to the other, the pathways link up seamlessly and get the user to their destination. In terms of usability, the land is somewhat wasted. The real use is to get from ‘A to B’ but considering the size of the site and the fact that it is in the middle of a city, the landscaping could have utilised more green space. Perhaps more trees or shrubbery to introduce and encourage more local species would have been beneficial.
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                                     Landscape (Geybullayeva, 2013)                                                                              Side view of landscape  (Hufton+Crow, 2013)          
When analysing the context in which the building sits, certain aspects must be considered, first, is highlighting what has influenced the surrounding buildings and second, why the building you are studying is being built in that area. In 1905 Baku was the oil capital of the world, producing 50% of the globe’s oil. Baku was on an economic rise until the First World War and the annexation of Azerbaijan by the USSR in 1920 (De Boni, 2019). As one would expect, the majority of buildings in Baku then became heavily inspired by the Soviet Union. Azerbaijan regained its independence in 1991 and has been attempting to redevelop its infrastructure to distance themselves from the footprint the Soviet Union left behind. The cultural centre plays an important part in the redevelopment of the capital, so in context with its surroundings, it makes perfect sense as it is a step towards the future for Baku.

[image: A picture containing indoor, wall, dirty

Description automatically generated]                                     Although many positive things can be said about the centre, there will often be those who oppose any form of new building and the centre has indeed received backlash. Human Rights Watch (HRW), and independent body, conducted a report on the urban development of Baku and found that the sites of the new developments were obtained by forced evictions. Baku has been undergoing an urban renewal since 2008 but to make way for all of the new developments, many residents had been expropriated from their homes in illegal ways. The report finds cases of forced eviction in multiple areas of Baku including the National Flag Square, neighbourhood of the Heydar Aliyev Cultural Centre and the Baku Crystal Hall. Residents from the areas report having their phone lines and electricity cut and their water and gas shut off. Parts of the buildings were being demolished whilst residents still lived there, removing roofs and windows leaving the residents exposed to the elements. Some were forcibly removed from their homes during the night and some were told they had until midday to leave. Many people were left without proper compensation or appropriate subsidised accommodation by the government. In the HRW’s 2012 report they interviewed residents that were affected. One resident, Viktor Karmanov, who is a retired military officer, explained to HRW that they were not happy with the compensation and contacted the authorities to discuss a better price, but nothing came of it. A month later they found the authorities gradually demolishing the building. They removed the roof and cut off their electricity and phone connections in an attempt to displace the residents. Karmanov mentioned how they lived without a roof and it would rain into their apartment. They pleaded with the authorities to leave the roof until they could find somewhere else to live but they were denied (HRW, 2012). 
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                     Home demolished by the Heydar Aliyev centre (HRW, 2012)                           Snow in an apartment after the roof was removed (HRW, 2012)
In another case in an apartment building by the site of the Heydar Aliyev centre, residents were forcibly removed in the middle of the night by police. The residents were then detained whilst their homes were demolished (HRW, 2012). With these injustices happening in Baku to make way for newer developments, it rightly caused demands for better treatment and a security of human rights. When it came time to build Hadid’s cultural centre local residents were upset, considering the history of the site. A compounding factor why people were against the centre was because of it’s name. The centre was named after Heydar Aliyev, the third president of Azerbaijan, serving from 1993 to his death in 2003. Aliyev was a former member of the KGB and Soviet Union (Heydar Alirza oglu Aliyev, n.d.). The backlash came after it was announced that the cultural centre had won the Design of the Year Award. Advocacy director of Art for Democracy, Rebecca Vincent, said that the award was ‘unhelpful’ suggesting “any international group with an interest in Azerbaijan should be raising these issues stronger and clearer” (Waite, 2014). The director of Human Rights Watch spoke to the independent and explained that is it the context in which the prize is given that is wrong considering the human rights abuses active in Azerbaijan. He also stated his beliefs that president Heydar Aliyev was “an authoritarian leader” who brought misery to many. The Design museums judges panel did not respond to the criticism but a spokesperson explained that there is backlash with any large project and that “Designs of the Year always provokes a strong reaction” (Waite, 2014). Whilst it is true that any large scale project comes with criticism it is also important to address current and past humanitarian issues. 				                        Hadid’s signature design can be seen throughout her almost 40 year long career. Zaha defined her own movement and didn’t conform to any specific type of architecture. She focused on geometric shapes to make up the exaggerated curved structures. Continuity is shown through her designs for the Heydar Aliyev Centre, the Serpentine Sackler Gallery and the London Aquatics Centre. In an interview with Blueprint Hadid said “you can see the consistency and research in how to relate to the ground” referring to the relation between the three building’s designs (Wright, 2014). Each feature Hadid’s classic wave form [image: A picture containing sky
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Description automatically generated]         Heydar Aliyev Centre (Baan, 2013)                             Serpentine Sackler Gallery (Hayes, 2013)                      London Aquatics Centre (Hufton+Crow, n.d.)
Hadid was the first woman to receive the Prtizker Architecture Prize in 2004 and was also the first woman to be the sole recipient of the Royal Gold Medal for Architecture in 2016 (RIBA, 2016). Through her many successes the cultural centre has been regarded as the pinnacle of her career. 												         Despite the controversial criticism that comes along with the centre, there is no denying it’s architectural brilliance. All elements of the project work together simultaneously to create a building that functions seamlessly for the user and a piece of artwork for anyone to enjoy. The buildings intended purpose is for the public to discover new art, attend concerts and conferences, learn from the library and exhibitions, and Hadid’s design throughout every inch of the building makes the users experience that much more delightful. From the walk up the winding landscape and the beautifully lit hallways with staircases that are eaten by the walls, to a whole other world in the warm ambient auditorium, every part works in harmony. Hadid thought through every single inch of the design and the Heydar Aliyev Cultural Centre will be adored by the masses for years to come. 
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