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hen I first met Twin Cities-based artist Siah Armajani in the bitter cold of the 
Upper Midwest in late December 2015, we sat together at a beautiful long

wooden table, enjoying coffee and sharing conversation and ideas. I did not realize
it at the time, but Armajani was making use of the table in his studio to create a
bridge between us. The bridge, I came to realize, is an object analogous to the table
and paramount to the artist’s conceptual and visual lexicon.
    In art critic Calvin Tomkins’s illuminating profile of Armajani’s life and practice,

he notes,

The bridge is a fine symbol of what [Armajani] wants to achieve, as an artist
and as a citizen. It links two separate points in space, but is a sort of neigh-
borhood, too—a locality with a particular character and ambience. As a work
of art, moreover, a bridge invites the active participation of the onlooker; it
is, in fact, incomplete until the onlooker becomes a participant.”2

Siah Armajani:
Bridge Builder

W

The
Earth
Lifts its glass to the sun
And light—light
Is poured.

A bird
Comes and sits on a crystal rim
And from my forest cave I
Hear singing,

So I run to the edge of existence
And join my soul in love.
I lift my heart to God
And grace is poured.

An emerald bird rises from inside me
And now sits
Upon the Beloved’s
Glass.

I have left that dark cave forever.
My body has blended with His.
I lay my wing
As a bridge to you

So that you can join us
Singing.

—Hāfez, “A Crystal Rim”1

Cat. 10. House Above the Bridge, 1974–75
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These characteristics help define Armajani’s conception of the bridge while allow-
ing elements that nudge up against one another—the question of his bridges as
architecture or sculpture, for instance—and which pose contradiction and implore
further exploration.
     The bridge is expressed by German philosopher Martin Heidegger (1889–1976)
as a phenomenological gathering of “the fourfold,” a sustaining connection with
object and idea, a gathering or “simple oneness” of “earth and sky, divinities and
mortals.”3 Armajani has written on his concept of the table and its correlation to
the bridge: 

A table is a thing.
A table is a public sculpture.
Whatever we can say about a table can be said about a bridge.
A table is something in-between.
A table unites the people and brings people together.4

Thus the table in Armajani’s studio became the fourfold; it was the place he offered
to share ideas and to let them percolate. Before my arrival in Minneapolis we had
had initial conversations about the exhibition being focused on his bridges—a major
inspiration for this emphasis being Kansas City No. 1 (2000; cat. 22), a mural-scale
mixed-media work gifted to the Kemper Museum by the Sosland Foundation. It
depicts a cityscape of buildings, grain silos, and bridges against a golden skyline.
The angled and crisscrossed lines of
the silvery gray bridges are influenced
by early American wooden covered
bridges. They connect to one another
as they stretch across the surface of the
work, linking each building structure to
the next. Armajani mirrors the arches
and king posts of the bridges with
repeated reflections above and below,
in front of and behind, suggesting
Heidegger’s influence of the assembly
of earth and sky, mortals and the divine. Visiting Armajani’s studio for two days and
experiencing firsthand his Irene Hixon Whitney Bridge (1988; fig. 1), in addition to a
few sky bridges he designed in downtown Minneapolis, illuminated a complex and
contradictory exchange among his drawn, sculptural, and built public bridges that
ultimately clarified the focus of this exhibition.

Armajani was born in Tehran, Iran, in 1939. He grew
up in a minority Christian family of highly educated indi-
viduals and attended a Presbyterian missionary school
for Iranian students. In high school he learned about
Western thought and philosophy. He was, in general,
against monarchy, and in particular, against the Shah.
As a teenager, he joined the National Front, which years
later brought about the 1979 Revolution. He moved
to the United States in 1960, following the 1953 coup
that overthrew nationalist Prime Minister Mohammad
Mosaddeq and before the 1979 Revolution which
ended the Shah’s autocratic rule and ushered in the
Islamic Republic. He was sent by his father, Agha Khan
Armajani, to St. Paul, Minnesota, to attend Macalester
College, where his uncle Yahya Armajani taught history.
At Macalester, a mid-size private liberal arts college,
he continued his studies in philosophy, still searching
for a framework for his social and political ideas.5

The few works that remain from this early period of
his career include Meem (1958; fig. 2), in the collection
of the British Museum, London, and Prayer (1962; fig. 3)
from the Walker Art Center in Minneapolis. Both suggest

evidence of Armajani setting a foundation for his contradictory forces and complexly
layered ideals. Ingrained in these textual works is Armajani’s essentialist populism, a
commitment “to making the highest achievements available to everyone—available,
but not accessible.”6

Figure 1. Siah Armajani, Irene Hixon Whitney Bridge, 1988, Minneapolis, Minnesota
(in situ), Courtesy of the artist and Alexander Gray Associates, New York.

Figure 3. Siah Armajani, Prayer, 1962; oil, ink on canvas mounted
to board; Collection Walker Art Center, Minneapolis, Art Center
Acquisition Fund, 1962.

Figure 2. Siah Armajani, Meem, 1958; ink, sealing wax, paint on muslin; The British Museum, 2007,6031.1.
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     Simultaneously maintaining pragmatic and conceptual foundations in these
works is a balancing process found throughout Armajani’s career. The multiple cloth
bands of Meem are to be read right to left and combine Christian and Islamic
imagery together with passages written in Persian. Armajani references the letter
meem (M), which he notes stands “for the Prophet Muhammad. In Islamic
numerology meem has the value of 40. (The letter M has two aspects. One is the
spiritual side and the other is the physical side).”7 The horizontal lengths of muslin
and the strips abutted together are like bridge planks and emphasize Armajani’s
early conceptual practice of fusing Islamic and modern art traditions. In Prayer
Armajani superimposed selected fragments of poems from thirteenth- and
fourteenth-century Sufi poets Rumi and Hāfez into lacy unnavigable web-like terrain.
We can draw from this work Armajani’s interest in using material and gesture to build
an abstracted form where meaning is elusive, particularly to an English speaking
audience. Available, but not accessible.
     Art critic Nancy Princenthal makes the link to the bridge form, noting that, “Just
as basic as text to Armajani’s work are bridges, again for both their practical and
metaphoric uses. Spanning, connecting, and also articulating difference: the
functions associated with bridges are in some ways analogous to Armajani’s
applications of written language.”8 Bridges are multivalent in their layered
conceptual framework and have been a sustaining structure throughout Armajani’s
projects since the mid-1960s. The bridge is useful in engaging function, perception
or metaphysics, concepts of an exilic realm of transitions between Eastern and
Western civilization and culture, and the historical patterns at work evoked by poetry,
literature, and philosophy of a modified past and present. Truly a force in connecting
most relevant democratic ideals, Armajani’s bridges demonstrate an intricacy in their
structural and conceptual harmonizing of art and architecture, culture and society,
the philosophical with the poetic; all while engaging a sense of expanded
usefulness and a sincere mindfulness.

Form and Function
The form and function of Armajani’s bridges reflect a myriad of influences and uses.
In Armajani’s Idea Bridge (1966; fig. 4), he illustrated, in drawings and notes, prac-
tical elements that are the foundation of his bridge imagery. Handwritten weights,
measurements, and structural definitions are accompanied by small illustrations of
various early American two-truss wood bridge systems collaged onto the drawing.
Armajani also makes note of iconic early modern examples of bridges such as
New York City’s double-decked George Washington Bridge (opened in 1931) and
the Victoria Falls Bridge (opened in 1905), which crosses the Zambezi River to

connect Zimbabwe and Zambia in south-eastern Africa.
Like a key, Idea Bridge’s concepts and imagery con-
tain formulas for many of Armajani’s large-scale draw-
ings, sculptures, and full-scale bridge works. Kansas
City No. 1 is an ideal example, showing Armajani’s
application of some of these structural elements to
his composition.

Armajani uses the applied design of the bridge
articulated by Heidegger to draw manifold dimensions
both into and extending from the location it creates. A
dimension of this complex thought is grounded in his
application of modernist influence of the first half of the
twentieth century. The topology of Armajani’s bridges
enfolds Russian Constructivism’s objective momentum
and the German Bauhaus’s idealistic synthesis of art,
architecture, and craft with early American wooden
bridge vernacular, instilling his bridges—in all forms—
with a sense of implicit usefulness.

For Armajani, the idea is spurred from and eclipses
the object; it is what is most valuable. He has said, “It is
always through the idea of the usefulness of an object
that I become acquainted with it,” and that “this
usefulness can be functional, or perceptual, or spiritual.
It can provoke ideas without being functional.”9 We see
this most ardently in his bridges from the late 1960s
and 1970s, in which conceptual passage was a
dominant theme. First Bridge (1968) was a wooden
bridge Armajani made for a site in White Bear Lake,
Minnesota. In direct dialogue with early American

covered bridges, First Bridge had a solid wooden roof and sidewall lattice devised
of a network of two-by-fours, allowing light to pass through both sides (see fig. 5).
The height at the entrance sloped gradually from ten feet to only four feet at the
other end, creating a triangular profile. Inside, the perception of the height and
depth of the bridge became skewed. Tomkins explains, “Its function was conceptual:
to make an apparent visual experience a real one.”10 Armajani engages the limits of
both our physical and perceptual understanding and experience of the bridge,
while not inhibiting them. Instead, the illusion created by the form prompts us to
seek ways in which we might alter our own perceptions.

Figure 4. Siah Armajani, Idea Bridge, 1966; ink on paper on 
cardboard; Courtesy of the artist and Alexander Gray Associates,
New York.
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     Armjani’s bridges often connect directly to
philosophical thought, particularly aligning with
Heidegger’s gathering of the fourfold and his
definition of the bridge as a building whose nature is
intimately tied to dwelling. For Armajani, “the bridge
is not a metaphor, it is not a simile. It is a bridge for
its own sake. It brings together the art with what is
below, above, before and what is after.”11 He most
clearly articulates this in a series of four small-scale
sculptural works: House Above the Bridge; House
Below the Bridge; House Before the Bridge; and
House After the Bridge (all 1974–75; cats. 10–13).
Building slighting varied truss systems with delicate
pieces of balsa wood and basswood, he situated each
bridge atop a wooden platform. A tiny, simple, singular
peaked house is placed on, under, or around each of
the four bridges to illustrate Heidegger’s concept of
the fourfold.
     The connection between architectural and conceptual
frameworks in Armajani’s bridges became more
prominent, as did their dialogue, with sculpture. His next
series of bridges engages sculpture’s transition from
Minimalism in the 1960s and 1970s to sculpture in the
expanded field of Postminimalism in contemporary art. Armajani’s Bridge with Base
series (see cat. 2) depicts early modern bridges whose lattice and truss systems
support the underneath of the passageway, drawing attention to the shifting
perceptions of sculpture at the time. Emphasizing the base of the bridge brings
awareness to Minimalism’s posited rejection of sculptural representation—the base
being characteristic of sculpture’s inclination to be regarded as representational
or related to the body. By dislocating the bridge from its stereotypical environment,
Armajani engages Minimalism’s insistence on the viewer’s engagement with an
object in a specific time and place.12 However, Armajani’s bridges do not retain
Minimalism’s aspirations of anonymity nor are they driven outside of
representational inquiry. They are not industrially fabricated structures, nor are they
meant to appear as such. Instead, the bridges embody and address critical theorist
Rosalind Krauss’s poignant evolution of “sculpture in the expanded field.”13

Armajani broadens the historicism of the bridge into critical sculpture, engaged
metaphor, and the notion of the democratic viewer.

     The Limit Bridge series followed, structurally weighted at the base like the Bridge
with Base series yet distinctly impassable. Limit Bridge III (1973–78; cat. 14), a
sculptural bridge built of stained balsa and basswood with an outer half-timbered
appearance, features an upper two-tiered plank that is disconnected in the center,
making passage unfeasible. The bridge’s impracticality shows early signs of the
contradictory characteristic of Armajani’s works. The Limit Bridges, like many of
Armajani’s works, exist somewhere in between architecture and sculpture; they
render an implied usefulness while being unavailing in their function, and they elicit
a conjectured scope of public and private space. These variable sculptural objects
began moving into what Heidegger deemed “worthy of questioning” in their
unusual configurations “and thus remained worthy of thought.”14 For Heidegger, as
for Armajani, thought is intimately and essentially connected to the bridge as a
conceptual framework for tracing the current state of our existence, our place, and
how we might hope to bring it into “the fullness of its nature.”15

Poetry and Prose
American and Persian poetic traditions have had a direct influence on many of
Armajani’s sculptural works. He has often used calligraphic Persian poetry to create

the architectural structures and
patterns in his drawings, has
included poems directly onto his
bridges’ surface, and titled works
after several favored writers
including American poets John
Ashbery, Frank O’Hara, and Walt
Whitman, as well as Sufi poets Rumi
and Hāfez. Turning analysis of
Armajani’s bridges toward poetic
discourse and philosophical ideas,
we are introduced to another layer
of phenomenological meaning.

For centuries Persian poetry has
communicated the earthly connec-
tion to a higher power and illumi-
nated public place and society, as

demonstrated by scholar Paul E. Losensky’s discussion of the design, ceremony, and
poetry of the Ḩasanābād Bridge (now known as the Khaju Bridge), which spans the
Zayandeh River in Esfahān, Iran. Losensky models a phenomenological perspective

Figure 5. Siah Armajani, First Bridge, 1968; balsa wood, stain; 
Collection Max Protech, New York.

Cat. 14. Limit Bridge III, 1973–78

And now I cannot remember how I would
have had it. It is not a conduit (confluence?) but a place.
The place, of movement and an order.
The place of old order.
But the tail end of the movement is new.
Driving us to say what we are thinking.
It is so much like a beach after all, where you stand
and think of going no further.
And it is good when you get to no further.
It is like a reason that picks you up and
places you where you always wanted to be.
This far, it is fair to be crossing, to have crossed.
Then there is no promise in the other.
Here it is. Steel and air, a mottled presence,
small panacea
and lucky for us.
And then it got very cool.

—John Ashbery
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of the Ḩasanābād Bridge with which we can approach Armajani’s bridges, in keep-
ing with Heidegger’s philosophical ideas. In the contradictory configurations of his
bridges, Armajani is able to make the virtual, or idea, into something tangible, a
complex site of contemplation. This realm of thought is akin to the fourfold, and
Losensky notes that Heidegger employs the bridge as this gathering site “in an effort
to link the structures of the mind with the structure of place.”16

     The Persian chronogram—dates disguised in text—was often used as a poetic
commemoration of a bridge or other architectural structure as a form of dating the
building’s construction.17 Armajani pays homage to the writers and poets whose
language inspires him by choosing to include their text on his bridges and other
works (in the spirit of but not exactly a collaboration), aligned with Losensky’s
perception that this practice “spans two art forms and gives voice to this multiplicity
of architectural, ceremonial, and cultural meanings.”18 Armajani’s inclusion of
passages and poetry adds a further dimension to notions of the idea guiding the
bridge’s structure. The written elements add to the lexicon of imagery and influence,
and connect his bridges to a myriad of visual and philosophical thought in an
expanded sculptural and temporal field.
     Part of the language that sprang from expanded sculptural practice in the mid-
1970s was the term “site-specific” as a way to describe public art or art that is
intended for a particular place. Site specificity, and the effect and purpose it would
have for the viewer, became another point of conversation and contention for
Armajani’s works to engage with starting at the beginning of the 1980s. His public
works are not concerned with being iconic objects affiliated with the artist in a
specific site. Rather, Armajani is adamant about creating a purposeful public work
that is harmonizing, useful, and aesthetically balanced. This idea is relevant to
Armajani’s NOAA Bridge (1983; fig. 6), the first to arch over water and to include
written text on the built work. The bridge was a federally funded project through
the Seattle Arts Commission meant to visually engage the city. Armajani chose to
develop identical concrete bridges on the grounds of the Western Regional Center
of the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA). Each bridge was
cupped over a shallow creek that dips slightly into the landscape. The railings and
passageways of the bridges are inlaid with excerpts from Herman Melville’s Moby
Dick, requiring one to make several passes over both bridges to complete a reading
of the text. The bridges serve the practicality of passing from one land mound to
the next without hopping over rocks. In images of the bridges we can also see
foregrounded, and off into the distance, that the forms reflect the undulating
topography of the surrounding landscape. Finally, the text connects literature and
function with an inspired read contextually related to the supporting institution.

Figure 6.  Siah Armajani, 
NOAA Bridge, 1983, Seattle,
Washington (in situ, side view).
Corbin Documentary/Getty
Images.
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     Poetry and prose come together in one of Armajani’s most famous bridges, the
Irene Hixon Whitney Bridge, opened in 1988. The 375-foot steel-truss bridge spans
sixteen lanes of traffic enabling pedestrians’ passage between the Minneapolis
Sculpture Garden (next to the Walker Art Center) and Loring Park in downtown
Minneapolis, Minnesota. Two arches—one upturned and pale yellow inspired by the
color of wheat, of the harvest, and of happiness, found in Jefferson’s Monticello,
and the other the vivid blue color of the sky—pass elegantly by one another at the
center. This connecting feature echoes the intention of the bridge—to unite areas
of the community that have been severed by Interstate Highway 94. Set inside the
upper king post is a poem written for the Whitney Bridge by John Ashbery (see
detail, fig. 7, and full text on p. 15). Whereas Persian chronograms date the bridge
in a commemorative fashion, Ashbery’s poem instead evokes a sense of changing
one’s place over time: “It is so much like a beach after all, where you stand and think
of going no further.” At the end of his poem Ashbery writes, “And then it got very
cool,” making note of the passage of time from the warmth of the daytime sun to
the chill that comes afterward, or possibly an indication of seasonal changes.
     Ashbery’s poem also makes note of some contradictory or “mottled” (to use a
word included in the poem) elements instilled in Armajani’s bridge: “It is not a
conduit (confluence?) but a place,” the bridge for its own sake, as Armajani attests,
ever evolving into its own place of engagement, pause, and thought rather than
simply a functional structure for passage. “Steel and air,” the opposing elements—
solid and ethereal, stable and fleeting, tangible and intangible—form the bridge
structure, and yet Armajani articulates that “it did not become a bridge until the first
person walked across it.”19 Armajani’s bridge offers the convergence of public space
led by a poetic guide that unfolds to the viewer.

The Past in the Present
Like the poetry written about Iran’s Ḩasanābād Bridge which, Losensky observes,
“carried a wealth of symbolic meaning that linked its functions with other areas of
cultural belief and social life,” Armajani extends his practical and conceptual
framework to the temporal in his bridges.20 Adjusting to life in the United States,
Armajani was immediately faced with a new focus on the present, which was a major
shift from his recollection of Iranian culture’s constant attention to the past. The idea
of the present was further compounded by his reading of American author Ralph
Waldo Emerson’s essays, which “underlined the excitement, the unpredictable
madness of America in terms of daily life,” describing that it was “unpredictable
because the past is forgotten intentionally. Emerson wanted to break away from
Europe intellectually, and to develop a truly American context. This led to

Figure 7. Siah Armajani, Irene
Hixon Whitney Bridge, 1988,
Minneapolis, Minnesota (in situ
detail of commissioned poem
by John Ashbery), Courtesy of
the artist and Alexander Gray
Associates, New York.
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pragmatism rather than metaphysics, to anthropology rather than philosophy—to
John Dewey’s insistence that all ideas be tested according to their applicability to
life.”21 Armajani enfolds his newfound sense of the present and freedom from
Minimalism’s individuation with influences of American vernacular architecture,
Russian Constructivism, and his readings of Emerson, Whitman, Heidegger, and
Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, into a contemporary art practice that is grounded
in social relevance.
     Armajani’s sculptural bridges since the 1960s evoke negotiations of the present
with that which surrounds it. The bridge expands beyond the notion of passage
(movement from one place to another) and engages with the edifice of perception
(physical, temporal, spatial), cultivates civicness (drawing on the needs of a social
community in the development of creative, cultural, and useful sculptural works) and
locates meaning in language (literary, poetic, and visual), where in their idealized
individuality they are sculpture for the public. Princenthal, who has written extensively
on the negotiations of Armajani’s works in the crossroads between individual and
communal experiences, notes that all of his work is “an exceedingly rare form of
public art, produced neither by fiat or consensus, but in the belief that the most
respectful and productive way to treat a diverse audience is to challenge it.”22

Conclusion
Confronted with close to sixty years of bridge works, my curatorial challenge was
certainly present. While we can derive influences and contradictions in Armajani’s
bridges from art movements, literature, philosophy, poetry, and public space, their
presence as bridges ultimately relies on us (the viewers)—as Armajani would himself
attest—to be complete. The table in Armajani’s studio gathered conversation that
blossomed into this important exhibition. A focused attention on bridge structures
has sustained Armajani’s practice since the beginning and articulates both the past
and present. Recent bridges engage in dialogue with those of the past, historically
and from his own practice. His lexicon brings into focus influences from Tehran to
the Midwest, and instills in each work a poetic sense of reference and reverence to
the significance of language in its many forms. Language guides the structural
presence reaching across one landscape to another, one culture to another, and
manifesting in an engagement with our lives now. It is here—at the table, at the
bridge—where “I lay my wing, as a bridge to you.”

Erin Dziedzic, Director of Curatorial Affairs, Kemper Museum of Contemporary Art


