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Yale University Art Gallery and Kimbell Art Museum, by Marshall D. Meyers
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The Yale Art Gallery and the Kimbell Art Museum are
buildings of similar program which span the fifteen years
of Louis Kahn’s mature work and demonstrate his
expanding awareness of the interplay between “what the
building wants to be” and the specific circumstances of
program, site, and client. The similarities and differences
present his concern with “form and design’ and the role of
natural light in architecture.

At Yale, Kahn was commissioned to design an Addi-
tion to the existing Gothic style Art Gallery which would
also temporarily house the Department of Architecture
and Graphic Design, a difficult if not impossible program.
Kahn’s design is characterized by a series of anonymous
loft spaces, rectangular in plan, with a central service core
containing stairs, elevators, duct shafts, and toilets. The
forty-foot column span frames the loft spaces, leaving
them free of structural intrusions and allowing the
different functions of gallery, office, and studio to be
composed as required. The four floors above the basement
have windows to the north and west and these facades owe
much to the then prevalent window-wall detailing of Mies
van der Rohe. The south facade on Chapel Street has no
windows and its solid brick wall, relieved only by
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limestone belt courses at each floor, has a startling but
sympathetic respect for the older Art Gallery.

From the exterior, the building presents little out of
the ordinary and it is only upon entering that one becomes
aware of the major feature which distinguished it upon
completion in 1953. This is the ceiling design, an idea
which came late in the development of the building and
only after the initial plan had been established. The most
impressive feature is the integration Kahn achieved of the
mechanical, electrical, acoustical, and lighting systems with
a modified concrete space-frame structure. In Yale’s
Architectural Journal, Perspecta 4, Kahn wrote:

“Integration is the way of nature. We can learn from nature.
How a space is served with light, air, and quiet must be
embodied in the space order concept which provides for
the harbouring of these services.

The nature of space is further characterized by the minor
spaces that serve it. Storage-rooms, service-rooms and
cubicals must not be partitioned areas of a single space
structure, they must be given their own structure.

The space order concept must extend beyond the
harbouring of the mechanical services and include the
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‘servant spaces’ adjoining the spaces served.

This will give meaningful form to the hierarchy of spaces.
Long ago they built with solid stones.

Today we must build with ‘hollow stones’.”’

At that writing in 1957, Kahn had completed the
Trenton Bath House and was at work on the Medical
Research Laboratories for the University of Pennsylvania,
two projects which carried this idea of ‘“served” and
“servant” spaces beyond his initial statement in the ceiling
of the Yale Art Gallery.

More than a demonstration of a solution to the
problem of what to do with the usual encroachment of
mechanical services, Kahn’s integration of these devices in
a meaningful and clearly visible structural system created a
tension between the ceiling and the works of art exhibited
beneath it. Vincent Scully called it “‘a forceful environ-
ment with its own physical order to counter (the art) ... as
no white plane of plaster could have done”, a realization
that was to find no friends among the school of Museum
Directors who demand an anonymous, pure, abstract
“ground” of white walls and ceilings with which to isolate
the “work of art”.
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Fifteen years separate the Kimbell Art Museum from
the Yale Art Gallery, but Kahn’s developing thoughts on
the “served” and ‘‘servant” spaces, his reverence for
natural light, his belief that Architecture was the ‘“making
of a room”, and that “the light that enters a room should
be the light of that room itself”, all found their place in
Kimbell, a museum set in a park in Fort Worth, Texas.

The sympathy of Dr. Richard F. Brown, Director of
the Kimbell Art Museum, to Kahn’s ideas can best be seen
in his Pre-Architectural Program written on June 1, 1966,
four months before the selection of an Architect:

“Natural light should play a vital part in illumination ...
The visitor must be able to relate to nature momentarily
from time to time — to actually see at least a small slice of .
foliage, sky, sun, water. And the effects of changes in
weather, position of the sun, seasons, must penetrate the
building and participate in illuminating both art and
observer. The creation of the ideal total visual situation, of
course, involves the physics, physiology, and psychology
of it, i.e. all levels of perception. But, we are not after a
measurable physical quantity, or a physiological reaction;
we are after a psychological effect through which the
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museum visitor feels that both he and the art he came to
see are still a part of the real, rotating, changeable world.”’

As construction was being completed six years later, in
June 1972, Kahn’s own words were:
“... where are the bounds within it where one can realize
that natural light, whatever degree you can get, from
which you can feel the mood of the time of the day. And
the cloud that passes over gives the room a feeling of
association with the person that is in it, knowing that there
is life outside of the room, and it reflects the life-giving
that a painting does, because I think that a work of art is a
giver of life ... So light, this great maker of presences, can
never be in any way brought forth by the single moment
of light which the electric bulb has; and natural light has
all the moods of the time of day, the seasons of the year,
and that year for year and day for day, be different from
the day preceeding.”’

The site is the most obvious distinction between the
two buildings. The Yale Art Gallery, on.an urban site, is
tight to the street and multi-story, obtaining natural light
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from windows on the north and west and a sunken court
on the west. At Kimbell, the site is suburban. A generous
park allows the public gallery to be entirely on one floor
and the building appears from most aspects as a low,
one-story structure.

Kahn knew that a characteristic of a one-story building
was its ability to use its roof as a source of natural light.
This availability, together with the use of penetrating
“light courts”, was a fundamental feature of the initial
concept, as was the idea of a repetitive ‘“‘element” to
contain all of the essentials of the museum: light, air,
electric power, and a constant 20-foot width to serve as
the basic dimension for the exhibits. These characteristics,
or “form” in Kahn’s terminology, predated the
refinements of design of the structure, the detailing of the
light reflectors, and the specific composition of the plan.
The “form” idea of a gallery in a park, inward looking,
creating its own universe, was not unlike the basic scheme
of Van de Velde’s Kroller-Muller Museum at Otterlo, the
Netherlands. Kahn had seen the gallery when he attended
the CIAM Conference in 1959 and often spoke about the
remarkable quality of the Van Goghs seen in the flood of
natural light. But, there the similarity ends.
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Kahn believed in moveable partitions, a position for
the mechanical services, and an integration of structure
and light. The development of his ‘“‘element” proceeded
quickly and by the end of November 1967 its essential
characteristics were known and accepted by the client.
Basically, it is a high vaulted space, framed by a 23-foot
wide, thin-shell, post-tensioned concrete cycloid with the
capability of spanning over a hundred feet. A two-and-one-
half-foot wide slot at the top of the cycloid, running its
full length and minimally bridged every ten feet, formed
the aperture to admit natural light. Where one cycloid
joins another, they form a lower flat-roofed space ten feet
wide which borrows its natural light from the higher one.
The ceiling of the lower space harbors the air conditioning
ducts. Kahn referred to this lower subordinate space as the
place of the smaller, more intimate gallery, or the place
where a tea cart could be stored — a resourceful “‘servant”
space.

Overhead, suspended under the cycloid, is a gently
curved reflector made of finely perforated aluminum,
highly polished on its upper side. The perforations allow
a portion of daylight to be transmitted, affording the
visitor a view of the sky above as well as dematerializing
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the reflector itself. The curve for this device, which Kahn
liked to call a “Natural Light Fixture”, was developed by
computer to mirror the diffuse light of the open sky and
direct it onto the surface of the concrete cycloid. This
provided the “psychological effect” Dr. Brown sought
without placing injurious daylight directly on the paint-
ings. Rather, daylight filled the space indirectly and,
together with the views to the courts and the view through
the reflector, kept one in touch with the “endless display
of mood.” The reflector itself became sufficiently
resourceful to support the light-track with incandescent
fixtures which light the exhibits with safer artificial light.

From the earliest conception of the Museum, Kahn
referred to the light from the reflector as the “silver’ light
and that from the light courts as the ‘“‘green” light of the
planting. The “silver” light was mysterious and prevalent;
that of the courts was specific, literal, and allowed the eye
to rest by giving it a vista to focus on: a leaf, a blossom, a
statue, as well as a reminder of the world outside. The light
courts themselves are specific, each unlike the others, each
with its own character and purpose. One is 20-foot by
20-foot, glazed on two opposite sides to provide side
lighting to the south gallery, and contains a travertine
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fountain, Bourdelle’s “Penelope”, and trellises of yellow
Texas roses. The 36-foot by 36-foot court, glazed on four
sides to provide generous daylight to the north gallery for
the display of three-dimensional objects, contains Maillol’s
“L’Air” and space for outdoor tables and chairs. The third
court, also 20-foot by 20-foot, penetrates to-the lower
level to bring light to the Administration area and
Conservation Studio.

Taking advantage of the site’s gentle slope, Kahn cut
the land to give a lower level automobile entry at the east
and an upper level garden entry at the west. The garden
entrance presents a single story image of the Museum with
open porticos as an ‘offering” — an unprogrammed
presentation “‘like a piece of sculpture outside’ associated
with water and fountains as a place of rest. These porticos
are an exterior introduction to how the building is made
on the interior, but “without the obligation of paintings
on its walls”. Kahn explained, “The background of that is
the realization behind Renaissance buildings which gave
the arcade to the street, though (it) itself didn’t need an
arcade for its own purposes.”

In his selection of materials at Yale and at Kimbell,
Kahn demonstrated his attitudes about the hierarchy of
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materials as well as his personal choice. The structure is
poured concrete, the material he used exclusively for his
buildings, beginning with Yale. However, his use of
non-loadbearing, or infill, materials is less consistent at
Yale than at Kimbell. The brick curtain wall on Chapel
Street hides the concrete columns, but the glass walls on
the west and north facades reveal them. At Kimbell the
statement is clear and definite: The columns and thin-shell
roof structure are of concrete and are totally exposed. The
non-supporting walls are either travertine or glass, depend-
ing on the need for light. The travertine walls are separated
from the concrete roof structure by a narrow band of glass
along the edge and at the ends of the shell to reveal that
these walls do not support the roof and thus do not
detract from the “miracle” of its 100-foot span.

Kahn chose Roman travertine because he wanted a
material which would have a low contrast with the
concrete: ‘... while that (material) which has a similar tone
to concrete, let us say travertine is very much like
concrete, it has almost the character at times that concrete
and travertine look like the same material. That makes the
whole building again monolithic and it doesn’t separate
things.”
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At first sight, Kimbell appears as straightforward and
simple as the Yale Gallery. However, where the functions
at Yale (exhibit space, offices, studios) are interspersed in
the generalized loft floors, the galleries at Kimbell are
reserved for the long span structure on the upper floor and
the offices and shops are situated in the simpler con-
struction of the building’s base. What seems to be a
repetitive composition in Kimbell’s plan belies the ex-
perience of the visitor. Whether one enters by car at the
lower level or by foot from the lawn and porticos, the
formal and symmetical organization gives way to un-
expected variety and surprise. The serenity of the ever
present dome-like shells is interrupted by the counterpoint
of the light courts and moveable display panels. The visitor
moves both along the 100-foot light-giving structure and at
right angles to it. He is given the freedom to choose his
own way in an ordered and readily understood environ-
ment.

In Kimbell, as in his other later work, Kahn achieved
that completeness his earliest lacked, the ‘“making of a
room’’:

“The room is a place where its structure and how it is

HEEHB - ABERARKKUFEEHMNER  SHEMRS
EERNATH o 7

HEHL - RNS > ANEBKRISHBEMNERE —KRER
(BEERRE - MEREFRAFTLUMDEAERRNES &
TR S R B — 5 > R Rl B R ER0 R B
DK “ MRHKGET " R MRE AN » W32 IN5E 80 o Bk
HEAEBKTFHOAREE  RAEBRIXBOREESS  BREMR
HYBMETF & 2N APR BERE SRR £ A@EMa i —
BHER L H——REER o

made (is) in its light: a square having that which
distinguishes a square, the oblong having that which
distinguishes the oblong ... Because the structure is the
giver of light. That is why these columns are so wonderful.
They are actually the giver of light. This is Kimbell
Kimbell stands as natural light and the making of a room,
which are really indivisible.”

The journey from Yale Art Gallery to Kimbell Art
Museum was a long, but direct, one for Louis Kahn. His
earliest concerns demonstrated in New Haven were not laid
aside in Fort Worth, but were amplified and enriched by
his mature desire for natural light and his realizations
about “form and design”. His clear principles of structural
order, his belief in the integration of the mechanical
services and the need for a flexible means of displaying art,

and his keen sensitivity in the choice of materials are
clearly shown in this late masterpiece.
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