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Recent studies of spatial behavior (Bill Hillier et al) have demonstrated that people’s behavior in contemporary
museums is significantly more affected by the physical forms of the building than by what it exhibits. This definitive
finding contributes to establishing a clear position in the longstanding debate concerning cultural buildings - con-
tainer or contained? — and hence concerning what a contemporary museum should be, or how its internal hierar-
chies should be arranged. This discussion has a long history: In the last few decades we have witnessed significant
changes in the notion of the museum as a public building and its role for the city and — more broadly - for culture
and society. Examples stretch from noble containers in which the main attraction and the source of its distinctive
character are the exhibits the museum houses (think of the Sir John Soane House in London) to projects that are
so powerfully evocative and breathtaking as to attract all the attentions per se (e.g. Gehry's Guggenheim Bilbao)
until the museums themselves become the main piece on exhibit. Over time, architects and their commissioners
have challenged traditional conceptions of the museum, and with them, standard assumptions are connected to its
possible place in the city and its role in society. In the recent history of architecture, a few museums (e.g. the Gug-
genheim in New York and its spiral exhibition space, or Lina Bo Bardi's Sao Paulo Museum of Art and the extraordi-
nary public space it produces) have epitomized a clear position in the debate concerning what the contemporary
museum should be and represent. Still, the question remains: what should a contemporary museum look like today?
How do museums translate contemporary society's demands for culture, entrainment and knowledge into strate-
gies and physical forms? How should museums engage the city and its inhabitants? What user experiences should
museums offer in the information age? Meteover, should the museum be for everybody, or forna small niche of
experts? The projects presented in this issue offera variety of approaches and solutions for the future of our cities
which can help - if not definitively answer — at least frame such questions.
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As with many other architectural typologies, museums have un-
dergone several changes throughout human history. The idea of
the museum originated from an awareness of possessing a piece
of a certain value — whether an object of art, history or simply cu-
riosity — worthy of being displayed to others. Around this willing-
ness, one may observe in the preservation of past items and their
valorization an intention to formulate a clear stance on what is
considered important hic et nunc in a specific time, or to affirm a
specific culture.

The idea.of the museum is deeply rooted in the societal view that
private or public bodies may have of art and historical artifacts.
Amongst the early museums one may recall the Capitoline Mu-
seums — one of the first collections of art open to the public in
the 15th Century — or the Vatican Museums from around the 16th
Century. It is noteworthy that early museums offered to a wide or
a selected public a generous display that powerful persons such
as Christian Popes or rich nobles had decided to offer.

Although several examples may be observed from before the 18th
century, museums flourished mainly from the Age of Enlighten-
ment onwards. It is no wonder that the exhibition of objects and
the debates their promulgation may trigger were a result of the
radical change in thinking enlightenment society sought to set
in motion. Just as Diderot and d'Alembert's great Encyclopédie
(1751~1772) showed in detail the technical expertise of France at
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the time, expanding that knowledge to a larger public, museums
began to open art, historical objects and curiosities to the public.
In that regard, one may want to confront a former way of consid-
ering art and the larger public, recalling John Berger's 1972 “Way
of Seeing”. This documentary explains the diffused raison d'etre of
most privately commissioned nude portraits in European paint-
ings before and even during the Enlightenment: The nude was
an objectification of the subject (the naked woman) for the pure
enjoyment of the spectator, in that case the oil painting's own-
er, a healthy person who could afford the commission of an oil
painting for his private enjoyment and to display his power to his
guests. To this extent it is clear that art was addressed to a niche of
society and was not meant for a larger public, nor was it intended
to be widely displayed.

The great leap forward which the Enlightenment gradually intro-
duced was the increased openness of the museum to the public
and the progressive democratization of its contents. Another an-
cestor of the contemporary museum emphasized not the arts, but
curiosities. The so-called cabinet of curiosities or Wunderkammer
was a private room, frequented by aristocrats or merchants, that
displayed various types of unusual items. These may have come
from exotic expeditions or distant lands, and encompassed relics,
tools, votive objects, stones and so on. As with early art museums,
the main idea was again to collect in one room several objects
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the Palazzo dei Conservatori, one of the three main buildings
of the Capitoline Museums
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Sir John Soane’s Museum
in London
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worthy of spectator interest.

Up to this point the museum and the city shared no relation, with
the former being deeply associated with one person, rather than
with a place or a city. However, the importance of the museum
to the city grew gradually but extensively throughout the second
half of the twentieth century, at which time — especially during
the reconstruction of several cities affected by the World Wars — it
began to acquire some of the features by which we recognize
museums today. These are quite varied and can be designed with
a variety of aims and purposes. We will provide here a few coordi-
nates in an attempt to construct a sufficiently large frame of refer-
ence for this issue’s presented projects.

Museum as City Landmark

Museums have become important buildings for the city. In some
cases they have become so popular as to transcend the munici-
pal or even national boundaries of their contexts and to become
globally recognized presences: Frank Gehry's Guggenheim in Bil-
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bao originated as an architectural provision of a huge investment -

intended to renovate the city's former industrial area, eventually
became Bilbao's flagship. Musée du Louvre and its Pyramid (I. M.
Pei, 1988) are among the main attractions of Paris and indeed of
France. Museums such as el Prado in Madrid or State Hermitage in
Saint Petersburg are among Europe’s largest museums.
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Museum as Private Pride
Unlike public museums — that is, those conceived to-epen their
content to a wider public — some have been intended to be
somewhat élitaire, to escape the view of the public at large and
the attention of the general media. These private galleries still es-
pouse a sort of bourgeois ideal of art, hinging on one’s private
enjoyment of one’s own art pieces and on sharing them with a
selected audience. Such private exhibition spaces may range from
old palaces in historical city centers, such as Francois Pinault’s
Palazzo Grassi in Venice, to castles and stately homes, to private
museums designed ad hoc for a specific collection or collector,
A few examples are Richard Meier's Museum Frieder Burda in
Baden-Baden, Germany; Munich's Sammlung Goetz by Herzog &
de Meuron; or the extreme case of Dakis Joannou's Guilty, which
is an artwork in its own right. Such private museums are carefully
designed around the ideas and vision of their owners, reflecting
an intimate liaison between collection and collector.

v
Museum as Authoritative Institution
Other museums take the form of authoritative institutions dedi-
cated to a specific subject. These become a main reference for the
subject and serve to conserve and preserve certain specific know!-
edge. Moreover, some become research institutes and diffuse the
information they are responsible for. Historical, archaeological or
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El Prado Museum in Madrid, one of the most visited sites in
the world, is considered to be among the greatest museums
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natural science museums are clear examptes-of this category.

. Museum as Cultural Propeller
Other museums work as cultural promoters, and from them origi-
nate trends or cultural movements may resonate globally. One
clear example is the Museum of Modern Art in New York City, from
which originated the “International Style: Architecture Since 1922"
(Johnson, Barr, and Hitchcack, 1932) and Deconstructivist Archi-
tecture (Johnson and Wigley, 1988) exhibitions, both of which

“significantly influenced the entire world of architecture. Instead of
the traditional role of careful guardian of culture, in such cases the
museums take positive steps, proposing noVeIty and advancing
possible new scenarios.

Just-there Museums

Especially in the field of significant archaeological findings or
sculptural artworks, the museum can assume the form of a plein-
air exhibition space. Pieces already in such open fields as archaeo-
logical sites, or whose physical characteristics (dimensions, loca-
tion, etc.) do not lend themselves to enclosure are simply framed
within an area which takes the name of a museum. These range
from the archaeological areas of Herculaneum and Pompeii to
large parks with open-air sculptures, to entire old city centers.
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MEZ—
The State Hermitage in Saint Petersburg, Russia, one of the
largest and oldest museums in the world
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Museum as Magic Place

Site-based museums can also emerge from a strong marriage be-
tween artworks and unique natural surroundings. Architectural
features here try to establish interesting relationships with the
outdoor spaces. The art is hence no longer contained or merely
exhibited within, but becomes part of an overall experience. The
Louisiana Museum of Modern Art in north Copenhagen and the
Gulbenkian Museum in Lisbon are clear cases of such a design
intention.

Museum as Innovation Per Se

Certain museums have marked the history of exhibition spaces, if
not of the entire architectural panorama, by elaborating an utterly
innovative concept and visitor experience. Frank Lloyd Wright's
Guggenheim in New York revolutionized the entire idea of the
museum in 1959. Its continuous exhibition space evolving on the
outer edges of the building along a spiral ramp from the ground
to the top broke the usual distinction between corridors (or spac-
es as such) and proper exhibition spaces. The spatiality of Wright's
Guggenheim proved so compelling that it has raised concerns
that the architecture per se may become more important and rel-
evant than the artworks it houses. New York's Guggenheim rep-
resents those museums whose primary focus is the building itself
and the visitor experience.

R FriRt. ©Dennis Jarvis
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Frangois Pinault’s Palazzo Grassi in Venice designed by Giorgio Massari, 1748~1772

ESURSZF/UEERUNZ AREMNEE, FEREEN, EHLEL)
NRARRAAZURSUERENEYET AOHREBBIEYE
MR E PRI R MEIER,

BIBRIED— 1 kg

XTEBYERL EEENEEANKIERRNA— AR
BEYNERSAEN—RIRDRE. BRTREDERABRNES
Z5h BYEERERIE. DMEE JEIE, B BBE FIEMUREI
= FEREAHE-RINSENESER, HETEMBETIRT, A
AREFRHBRNTEE— N SHNRM. REHRIEYIERAUE
ARERIRS 2 R —EEYIE,

BMIEEAMH AL S A — M

—EBYENTEENUFRESHTREARRBYAFHXR,
BRERLEBSE BT T RBHIRR KT AR BAR ATk
astzEE, mXAZEFARNEREE E#EEE, KM, Lina Bo
BardiffySao PauloZ R BH1R (19474) NESHIEST FA—MRET—

Museum as Brand

Another aspect that may help configure the contemporary trans-
formation of the museum is the array of side activities all muse-
ums appear to have. In addition to exhibition spaces and related
activities, museums now house restaurants, cafeterias, bars, book-
shops, libraries, study rooms, and conference rooms, and offer
for sale a long list of trinkets, from pencils to t-shirts, all of which
contributes to creating a museum brand. The branded museum
becomes an object of desire that attracts more visitors by the al-
lure of its name.

Museum as Urban Social Component

The main aim of some museums appears to be to engage with
the city and its inhabitants. The Turbine Hall of Herzog & de Meu-
ron's Tate Modern in London(2000) offers Londoners a special
public space not directly related to the exhibition rooms. Simi-

larly, Lina Bo Bardi's Sdo Paulo Museum of Art(1947) produces an

extraordinary public space at the street level, magnetizing people
i

to its footprint. Increasingly, public buildings try to engage.the -

city more widely, not only offering free public spaces, but blur-
ring the boundaries between exhibition spaces and leisure areas
in their immediate surroundings (so that the physical limit of the
museum's influence becomes undefined).

MORERREAEE R, T RERNHAEYIE, 19924
Sammlung Goetz in Munich, Germany by Herzog & De Meuron, 1992
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There has emerged a progressive hybridization of all these “types”
of museums over the last few decades. From a single building
with a clear intent, museums have gradually turned into mixed-
purpose settlements, transcending the few categories here pre-
sented. By the same token, contemporary museums are in part
quite innovative in their programs and spatial organization, as
well as in their proposed exhibition strategies, yet they present
themselves as fancy places, while triggering new and important
relationships with the rest of the city and serving as influential
keepers of specific pieces of local culture. The lens here proposed
is that many museums nowadays try to serve all these purposes
at once, although in different ways and measures. As a conse-
quence, it is quite difficult to categorize any of the contemporary
museum projects univocally. The presented projects in this issue
provide convincing examples of this reading. None can be univo-
cally defined under any of the main categories above mentioned.
They indeed present a way of thinking of this typology as a cross-
section of the museums of the past. :
Louvre-Lens Museum, for instance, designed by SANAA, was de-
signed to contribute to the economic recovery of its region, once
a prosperous mining and heavy industry area. Pursuing an effect
similar to that of the Guggenheim on the Bilbao economy - the



B AR ©Tencate

HEEE - BENRITRIEE - ARANEE, ATEEEEES, 20045
Richard Meier's Frieder Burda's Museum in Baden-Baden, Germany, 2004
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paradigmaﬂ:cﬁexample — the Louvre and-the-ocal authorities of
Lens, a city in northern France close to the English Channel, pro-
posed a campus of the museum for the city. The museum'’s low
volume integrates with the surrounding landscape; its glazed fa-
cade becomes a transparent filter between the exterior and the
interior, while the polished aluminum reflects the park in front.
The boundaries of the new buildings are subtly blended: Museum
and city establish a direct dialogue. The architecture occupies an
odd position with regard to traditional museums: Instead of en-
closing the space, SANAA pursues its continual opening, either
by its attitude towards the surrounding landscape, or its innova-
tive 3,000m?2 and 120m-long exhibition main space, which has no
single inner wall.

Taking a similar landmark approach, The New Rijksmuseum in Am-
sterdam aims to state its own mastery of a certain artistic sphere.
It has recently been reopened to the public after a thorough
restoration and extension that over 10 years have significantly
transformed the museum par excellence of the Netherlands. The
emblematic museum was designed by Dutch architect Pierre
Cuypers in 1885 to house the national collection of art, the artis-
tic peak of which - the paintings of the Dutch Golden Age(17th
century) — represented the glory and maritime hegemony of the
country at that time. Furthermore, the monumental Rijksmuseum
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Dakis Joannou's private gallery Guilty by Jeff Koons, carefully designed around the ideas and
vision of the owners

MO R EYIERMARER, MR AEEH RO, BYIE SRS RO
URARBSHBTNEE (BEHERTHETERY) 2 EREEE
.

Cruz y OrtiZZ2SNER SR T BUEX R FRANRIT RS, RIEHK
SHEHMNRE. REFNKE, URREIRER, FEE I EYIEH
BT ERAE, DIEPMBERRSRIE, BRIMARRBIRS R
BYIEREmR R, MIARY, Cruz y Ortiz@ B S AR5 E201H £250—
OFRBIGHTEE R, URERbERE, WERERGFNERZ L2
BE—MERA2330M’ A RN CIFREE, TrERIE T 7% 5 7 R R B A9
AALE, M ABYENEERORE, —ARETERE TRARR
HXE, BHTEENRSX (AR, LA KIEE. BHET. BB
EBE) ERIMEE—PAREBRABL. AMIERBIIRETRLL
MRS

BT AR AT R & 5 B AR B M TR sMorphosis 2 SR S KA
i U EEN D XU E R PR ENER, EHFERBYaRTER
FERTELBMNENERER. BN HHBERTR LR
FRECHDEME, RRKBEX, BEHERSNRY. BYELN

has always played an important role in a rather dense urban fab-
ric. A public passage running along its central axis and flanked by
two towers highlights the museum as a landmark and as a main
connection between the historical city center, the Museumplein
cultural hub and the southern neighborhoods — a passage used
daily by thousands of cyclists.

Cruz y Ortiz Arquitectos won the competition to transform the
building by retrieving its original glory, adapting the facilities to
current needs and adding several volumes for museum-related
services. Through clear gestures, the architects have invoked
and enhanced the urban character of the museum. Cruz y Ortiz
have created a large 2,330m? entrance atrium on the two existing
courtyards by removing the intermediate levels created in the 50's
and 60's and lowering the level of their ground floor. This great
hall, which connects the two courtyards below the passage, be-
comes the true core of the museum: a large space that recovers
the luminosity of the original building, houses its main services
(entrance, information desk, wardrobe, cafeteria, restaurant and
bookshop), and comprises a great urban lounge fully accessible
without a museum admission ticket.

Perot Museum of Nature and Science in Dallas by Morphosis Ar-
chitects also strives to play an important role in the cultural pan-
orama of the city, engaging visitors with a practical and interactive
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Pompeii, one of the examples of “Just-there Museums" being an large open historic exhibi-
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understanding of natural and scientific phenomena. The whole
plot, strategically located along one of the most heavily trafficked
roads bounding the city center, is fully colonized by an elevated
roofscape. Above this plinth floats the main volume of the muse-
um, conceived as a closed cube. As a way of asserting the impor-
tance of the museum within the city's public sphere, the overall
exhibition route is designed to connect the main entry square — a
gathering and event area for visitors and an outdoor public space
for the city of Dallas - to the museum’s uppermost level: a glazed
balcony featuring a great view over the city center. As the archi-
tects emphasize, “the public is as integral to the museum as the
museum is to the city".

Another attempt to reconstruct connections with an ancient
time is embodied in the Machado de Castro National Museum,
Coimbra, Portugal, by Gongalo Byrne Arquitectos. Situated in the
former palace of the bishop of Coimbra, the compound today
houses various museum-related activities, such as preservation
of the city's ancient archaeological sites,-rauseography, and ex-
hibitions, and the valorisation of the architectural features of all
the monumental buildings surrounding it. The museum-tries to
establish a long-lasting relationship not only with the past of the
area in which the building sits, but also with the entire history of
the upper part of the city and the renowned University of Coim-
bra, one of Europe’s oldest, established in 1290. Thus the museum
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becomes a vital part of the entire city by interlacing connections
and references that go far beyond its physical boundaries.

A similar intention-to-engage the urban social space of the city
can be found in the Great Museum of the Maya Civilization in Me-
rida (Mexico), a project that aims to dignify the rich archaeologi-
cal, anthropological and ethnographic heritage of that culture.
The museum, designed by Grupo Arquidecture, displays a set of
volumes whose conceptual underpinnings are seemingly discon-
nected. Once you enter the open elevated public plaza and walk
inside the complex, the various elements unveil their significance
according to the Mayan conception of the world. According to
that cosmic conception, other worlds, destroyed by the flood,
had existed before their own, with the cosmos supported by four
guardians located at the four cardinal points. At the centre of the
Mayan world was a ceiba tree whose branches rose to heaven
and whose roots penetrated the underworld. Enacting a direct
translation of that conception, the architects have designed the
new museum'’s volumes: A cylindrical volume clad in green metal
strips rests on orthogonal volumes arranggd as an overall plinth.
The scale and materialization of the new museum clearly distin-
guishes its presence from its surroundings.

The precise location of Triana Ceramic Museum in Seville (Spain),
by contrast, places it in close relation with the material and ar-
chaeological findings it exhibits, and creates the suggestion that

—
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‘those museums are a magical place. The project, designed by AF6
Arquitectos, rehabilitates a former ceramic pottery factory as a
museum. Both the traditional neighborhood of Triana, where the
museum is located, and the overall city have a long tradition in
ceramics and pottery production dating back to the time of the
Roman Empire. The project focuses on enhancing the existing an-
cient kilns on the ground floor where the manufacturing process,
the treatment of sludge and clay, the pigmentation and enamel
processes and the firing of the ceramic itself are exhibited. The
new spaces above display historic collections, while an adjacent
~ interpretation center provides visitors with the key to understand-
ing the intricate social and cultural whole of the Triana neigh-
borhood. The new spaces adjust to the perirﬁeter indicated by
the existing facades and the height of existing nearby buildings,
while its presence is barely perceptible from the narrow streets
nearby. The project is intended not as a visual reference in the
dense urban landscape of Triana, but as a gift to be discovered
once entered.

Among the museums that act as promoters of certain values more
than as containers of art pieces could be mentioned Museum of
Memory and Tolerance in Mexico. The concept of the Museum
of Memory and Tolerance, designed by Arditti+RDT Arquitectos,
is anchored on the idea that through the memory of past geno-
cides, but with tolerance and dialogue, the hope for humanity
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may be found in the education of new generations. Following that
scheme, the main exhibition spaces embrace that hope, material-
ized in the floating Children's Memorial. The social awareness that
the material exhibits goes far beyond the local and national range
to the global scale, as it depicts crimes with wide resonance.
Similarly but on a more local level, Parrish Art Museum in South-
ampton (USA) becomes important driving forces for the culture
of the zone in which they are located. When Herzog & de Meuron
were asked to design the new headquarters for the Parrish Art Mu-
seum, they opted for a low, 187m-long volume resulting from the
extrusion of a single height space under a double-pitched roof,
The individual units created inside and the overall volume recall
the small-scale structures of Southampton often used by artists
as studios, in simple forms such as of barns and other farm build-
ings. The distribution inside is subtly and clearly stated: Several
exhibition spaces and museum-related services are located along
the circulation spine. The project maintains a connection with the
landscape in which it is inserted: From a distance its volume ap-
pears as a low line on the horizon. Once one is below the pitched
roof cantilevering, the exterior terraces and entrances emerge as a
natural extension of that landscape, rendered in a steel and wood
structure. The use of local construction methods and simple ma-
terials supports the intimate connection between the project and
local factors. silvio Carta +Marta Gonzalez Anton
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