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Abstract

Over the second half of the 2@&entury, museum architecture achieved an
unprecedentegopularity, assuming a central role in the redabni of urban
iconography. Compared with cathedrals, museum imggd often became
landmarks with the capacity of attracting crowdsvisitors. But the impact of
museum architecture goes far beyond the symbatheksion, once that many
of these buildings effectively changed urban dymasmihe aim of this paper is
to discuss the processes of urban renovation pexhiyt museum architecture:
How did the museum building create new public spao® new accessibilities?
How did it contribute to the renovation of heritagechitecture? How did it
stimulate new uses of pre-existent public spacels@sd questions will be
answered through the analysis of paradigmatic pt®jesuch as the Sdo Paulo
Museum of Art, the Centre Georges Pompidou, insPahe Guggenheim
Museum in Bilbao and the MuseumsQuartier, in Vienna
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Introduction: the relevance of museum architeciareontemporary culture

“What should a museum look like, a museum in Matam& Surely it should
work, it should fulfil its requirements, but wha its relationship to the New
York landscape? What does it express, what igdfsitectural message?

It is easier to say first what it shoutwbt look like. It should not look like a
business or office building, nor should it lookdik place of light entertainment.
Its form and its material should have identity ameight in the neighbourhood
of fifty-storey skyscrapers, of mile-long bridges, the midst of the dynamic
jungle of our colourful city. It should be an inadgplent and self-relying unit,
exposed to history, and at the same time it shbalek visual connection to the



street, as it deems to the housing for twentietlitog art. It should transform

the vitality of the street into the sincerity amdfoindity of art.”
Marcel Breuer (1963)

“What should a museum look like? [...] What does xpress, what is its
architectural message?” This question was theargggobint for Marcel Breuer’s

speech, at the opening of the Whitney Museum, B81$tarting with the issue
of museum image, Marcel Breuer introduces a congmghe reflection on the
impactof this type of building on the urban environmé#dw does the museum
building connect with the city? How does form andti@r define architectural
identity? How can a museum building reshape treestaind transform city life?

Roughly half a centurgfter the construction of the Whitney Museum, inaNe
York, these questions have become even more petrtivgith the global
expansion of cultural tourism, museums proved ta blecisive element for city
marketing, as they tend to be regarded as symbalsban vitality, with the
capacity of attracting millions of visitors.

In an age dominated by the power of the image, tilps of building plays a
central role in the redefinition of urban iconodmgp The promotion and
worldwide popularity of a certain museum involves aever before, the
diffusion of its architectural image in newspap@ensagazines, books, catalogues
and, extensively, on the Internet, which is todag tpreferred mirror of
collective imaginaries (Castells, 2001: 117). Timage of the museum building
thus becomes recognizable as the ultimate symhibleomhstitution or as an icon
of the city where it is located.

Nevertheless, the influenad museum architecture goes far beyond its iconic
potential. In many cases, the project of a new nmnskecomes the epicentre of
an important process of urban renovation. The egiwa “Guggenheim effect”,
applied to the large-scale impact of Frank Gehiyslding in Bilbao, soon
inspired many public and private institutions, adlvas politicians, to inscribe
museum architecture in their agendas. Countles®ums were built all over
the world, mobilizing huge investments and involyithe most important
architects of the late 2@century. As Vittorio Lampugnani observed: “Ridiog

a wave of public support never witnessed beforeseums symbolized a new
kind of communal building: it is no coincidence tttiae new museum buildings
were called the cathedrals of our time. Soon ee#yy even the smaller towns,
clamoured for a “social catalyst” of its own. Cdess museums were built and
visitors were more numerous than ever before” (Liagmani, 1999: 12).



The urban monument

Altes Museum, Berlin. Photo: HB (2004)
Throughout the history of architecture, museumsehaways been directly or
indirectly associated with the idea of monumengaditd urban representation. If
the history of museum architecture begins in theaisance, the autonomy of
this building type was only achieved with the Ehtgnment, with “the
progressive affirmation of the grand architectuhemes, in terms of places of
‘public utility’ which are part of the city and ctibute to its embellishment”
(Peressut, 1999: 9).

Between the late f8century and the beginning of the™&entury, the notion of
the museum as a public buildingas accepted within the organization of
architectural competitions, namely in Germany, Bndl and France, with the
Grand Prix of the Parisian Academy of Architectuddthough not executed,
some of the projects submitted to the Grand Prixewmublished and, thus,
“exerted a significant influence on the subsequderelopment of museum
architecture” (Naredi-Rainer, 2004, p. 19). Amohg most influential designs
was the project for a monumental museum by Etidrmas Boulée (1783)
which, along with Durand’s theoretical prototyp@&Q@B), decisively contributed
to shape the imaginary of museum architecture.

During the 19 century, the cultural relevance of this buildingpe was

confirmed by the construction of emblematic museuepressing the ideal of
urban monument inspired by classical references ‘tlike Greek temple, the
dome of the Roman Pantheon and Palladio’s vill&h@er, 1993: 78). The
classical heritage is visible in notable buildirgygh asghe Altes Museum, in
Berlin (K. F. Schinkel, 1823-30), the Munich Glygtek (Leo van Klenze,
1816-30), the Kunsthistorisches Museum, in Vier@at{fried Semper and Carl



von Hasenauer, 1872-89) or the National Galleryll{@m Wilkins, 1832) and

British Museum (Robert Smirke, 1823-47), both imton. But this trend was
not confined to Europe, prevailing also in the ©diGtates until after the World
War Il, as can be testified with the Metropolitanud¢um, in New York

(Richard Morris Hunt, 1874-1884) or the Nationall&g, in Washington (John
Russell Pope e Otto Eggers, 1937-41), among okangles.

MoMA, New York. Photo: HB (2004)

In spite of persistent, the subject of monumentalias revised during the 90
century, particularly within the framework of theolflern Movement. Museum
architecture is then dissociated from the neodatsnodels, to introducing a
new concept of public building. A representativample in terms of “radical
departure from the temple-like museum architecty@’unenberg, 1999: 34) is
the Museum of Modern Art (MoMA), in New York, desed by Philip
Goodwin and Edward Durrell Stone (1932-39). Simitaan office building or a
department store, MOMA assumed the essential piesiof the International
Style, refusing any classicaéference:*no ceremonial staircase but access at
street level, no grandiose columns but a flat,ickegade set flush to the street
front. Every means available was employed to dttrsitors to the museum. Its
name was prominently displayed on the side of tlhéding, visible to
pedestrians on nearby Fifth Avenue [...]. The glassted ground floor with its
gentle inward curve was designed to ease the tiamg$rom the street into the
museum” (Grunenberg, 1999: 34).

A few years later, in the same city, Frank Lloydi§kt would head for a
different direction towards a ‘new monumentalitiRejecting Le Corbusier's
idea of museum as an exhibition machine, Frank d.lé/right adopted,



however, his design of a central spirals theleitmotif of the Solomon
Guggenheim Museum (1943-59)Assuming that the museum should be a
“modern monument to the metropolis” (Peressut, 1289 the architect created
a sculptural and iconic building, in clear contrasth the background urban
fabric of Manhattan. Soon it became one of New Yorkost popular venues
and a major work in the history of modern architeet

Furthermore, these two museums in New York revsalapparent dilemma of
Modern Movement concerning museum architecturetendome architects tried
to adapt the generic solutions of the Internatiddiglle to exhibition spaces,
others explored the expressivity of modern matgriaainly concrete, to create
outstanding, unique buildings.

Nevertheless, in the same period, some projects basrcome this dilemma by
focusing on the public space around the museurmajpgens with the Sao Paulo
Art Museum (MASP) in Brazil (1957-68). Designed bya Bo Bardi, MASP
combines the social mission of a public buildingh the ambition to improve
urban life, building new open-air spaces, which atan intermediate element
between the museum and the city. Located in orleeomost important avenues
of Sdo Paulo (the famous Avenida Paulista), theemnusis composed by a
double concrete portico covering a large squastreet level.

MASP, Séao Paulo. Photo: Luiz/S&o Paulo’s Eyes (R007

As Aldo van Eyck described: “Whether you approachram below or along
Paulista — see it from afar, like a nucleus stamdibove the tunnel, in that
enormous space or see it as you pass close byWA®P is simply not just
another fine building, but already a phenomenon] An amazing feat, for the
building is indeed both there and not there, gioagk to the city as much space

! As in the “Musée a croissance illimitée”, a theioad project by Le Corbusier (1931).
% The extension of the Guggenheim Museum was desigparchitects C. Gwathmey and R. Siegel
(1982-92).



as it took from it. [...] The gesture is a breathtekione, and royal too, for not
only did she [the architect] keep the city opethat spectacular point, she also
constructed an enormous space for people.” (Baylk, 1997: 50). The sun-
sheltered andnultifunctional square in the heaot the city is used for a wide
range of activities: rock concerts, parties, streatkets, demonstrations, besides
being a convenient meeting point and a belvedetee ihtention to join
architecture, cultural institutions and populargbices within the same place
and, thus, make the access to a more democratureuteveals how museum
architecture can be inspired by social commitment.

P

Calouste Gulbenkian Museum, Lisbon. Photo: HB (2006

This idea of social and cultural mission was alacapmount another exemplary
museum, in the context of modern architecture: @aouste Gulbenkian
Museum, in Lisbon (1959-69). The project was thsulte of a limited
competition, won by the architects Ruy Jervis d@iguia, Pedro Cid and
Alberto Pessoa. The formal simplicity of the desigtilled “the requirements
of the commission to produce a sober, dignifiedldig in a unified
architectural setting” The architectural ensemble, composed by the museu
and the headquarters of Gulbenkian Foundatioryri®gnded by a magnificent
garden designed by the landscape architects GoRgadiro Telles and Antonio
Viana Barreto. The unigueness of this environmentierlined by the dialogue
interior/exterior established by the museum buddioonstitutes a reference in
the city life. Located in a fragmented and incomgruarea of Lisbon (near Praca
de Espanha), the Gulbenkian Foundation createnhtscontext within the city.
A context of serene monumentality generously omethé public, announcing
“with supreme poetry the way to the revision of thedern, through a silent and
secure rationalism” (Tost0es, 1997: 242).

3 http://www.museu.gulbenkian.pt/, 12-05-20009.



Landmark or cultural factory

Centre Georges Pompidou, Paris. Photo: HB (2009)

The questor urban relevance, in contemporary architectsreaquently related
with the concept of “landmark”. According to Kevitynch, the key physical
characteristic of a landmark is its singularityj&o aspect that is unique or
memorable in a context (Lynch, 1960). Landmarksobex more easily
identifiable, more significant, if they have an awative form, if they contrast
with their background, and if there is some promoeeof spatial location. As
background contrast seems to be the principal fatk@ uniqueness of the
architectonic form should be determinant for theaect of the museum building
on the urban context. This idea has inspired masygas for museums, during
the second half of the @entury, pursuing the research commenced by modern
architects for alternatives to the classical momualéy.

In Europe, the paradigm of museum as urban monumventd be radically
changed with one of the most emblematic works ohiggcture from the 70’s:
the Centre Georges Pompidou, in Paris, designatidogrchitects Renzo Piano
and Richard Rogers (1970-77With a high-tech language in total contrast with
the surrounding buildings, and a comprehensive rarage, the Beaubourg
definitely transformed the imaginary of culturalsiitutions: instead of an
austere and elitist place, the museum is seenpapalar, informal, irreverent
and flexible space. In order to maximise spatialvement and flow, the
architects freed up internal space by placing thesdand conveyance systems
(fluids, air conditioning, electricity, escalatoetc.) on the outside, thus creating
an image that was more similar to an oil refindrgrt to a traditional museum.
Expressing the democratic ideal of opening the mus® a wider public, Piano

* The building was completely renovated between 862000 by the architects Renzo Piano and
Jean-Francois Bodin.



and Rogers proposed a dynamic and creative enveontntonceived as a
cultural factoryas well as a place for entertainment (Dufréne, 2006).

Located on the borders of the historic area of lagd, near Les Halles, where
the old marketplace was demolished in 1971 (toeipdaced by an underground
shopping centre), this project motivated a proagfssirban regeneration that
affected the whole neighbourhood. The layout of teatre highlighted the

importance of the external spaces, which completeristitutional programme

with various leisure and cultural activities, inding street performances.

Despite the controversy brought about at the tirhat® construction, the
building was a huge success, turning into one efrtlajor tourist attractions in
the city of Paris, competing, in number of visitonsth the Louvre Museum or
the Eiffel Tower. The panoramic views over the city provided by éBealators
that cross the main facade, introduced the thentheoimuseum as belvedere,
responding to the public fascination for the city Bnage and spectacle
(Giebelhauser003: 6).

The Centre Pompidou inaugurated a discussion onirtipact of museum
architecture in the media that would culminate wite world-wide popularity
of the Guggenheim Museum in Bilbao. In the framdwof contemporary

architecture, the issue of museum as landmark ge directly linked with

authorship and the triumph of individual expressiwvith the prevalence of
image over the real experience of built environmgerthe architectural
production tends to be dominated by the pursudtrigiinality which leads to “an

explosion of variety and individuality” (Tzonis, 98: 22). Derek Thomas
adverts to the negative aspects of this tredting that “the practise of present
day architecture appears in a state of indulgemcei@ the business of self-
gratification, even narcissism, rather than ingbarch for meaningful direction”
(Thomas, 2002: 9).

Considered by some critics as the most emblematistouction of the turn of
the millennium (Fernandez-Galiano, 1998: 5), thg@&nheim Bilbao, designed
by Frank Gehry (1991-97), represents firamacy of the form in museum
architecture. It also demonstrates that, besidd#seship,the impact a museum
building has on the media can be motivated by tiaéesof the project or by the
singularity of its material and visual solutiodss David Levy puts it, “if, like
medieval cathedrals, museums understand and at@ptull responsibility to
the art of their time [...] then they are best posiad to lead the way and to
explore the new and radically different forms mauessible by the digital

® Since its opening in 1977, the Centre Pompidouéeaived over 150 million visitors.



revolution” (Levy, 2000: 9-10). In fact, the Gugdemm Bilbao is a spectacular
example of the application of new media and buddiachnologies to create
innovative architectural forms.

Guggenheim Museum, Bilbao. Photo: HB (2000)

In addition, building the museum was an effectippartunity to restructure an
obsolete industrial area. Besides Gehry’s builditfige urbanistic plan to
renovate this part of Bilbao included projects liyso renowned architects, such
as Santiago Calatrava and Norman Foster. Locatedebe the Abandoibarra
quarter and the Nervion River, the Guggenheim agpgsan outlandish object.
Imposing itself on the cityscape as a colossalpsotg of stone, glass and
titanium, the building completely changed the imagfethe Basque city,
converting it into a new destination for culturattism. Actually, the museum
soon became the greatest attractionBdbao and the city’s most popular
symbol. Frank Gehry clearly undertakes the aim refating an architectural
object with urban and iconic impact, when he states

“l wanted the Guggenheim Bilbao to have an iconmespnce in the city. | wanted it to

work for the arts. | wanted it to connect to thigcio the bridge, to the water, to the™9

century, so that it became a usable part of the[cit]. That is the spirit of urbanism |
tend to be interested ify".

Creating new paths and redefining centrality

The Guggenheim Bilbao is@ear proof of the capacity of museum architecture
to establish new urban dynamics and to define reviralities. Another perfect
case isthe Tate Modern, in London. Like the Guggenheine, pinoject for the
Tate Modern, by the architects Jacques Herzog aswlePde Meuron (1994-
2000), was part of an urban plan to renovate aoletesindustrial area, on the
south bank of the River Thames. An internationah#ectural competition was

® “The Museum as Sculpture. Interview with FrankG2hry on the Guggenheim Museum Bilbao” in
Gerhard MackArt Museums Into the ZICentury 1999, p. 27.



held, in order to convert a pre-existent industbailding into a large-scale
modern art museum. The former power station, desidpy Gilbert Scott (1947-
63) had closed in 1982. The privileged locationtleé building, opposite St
Paul's Cathedral and the City of London, motivated construction of a
footbridge to link the new gallery to the City. $horidge, planned by Norman
Foster, was a crucial element in the strategy ¢oige new accessibilities to the
south bank. In fact, the direct communication betw&t Paul's Cathedral and
the new museum immediately transformed the pemmeptf the site,
emphasizing its central position.

Tate Modern, London. Photo: m.a.r.c. (2007)

At the same time, Herzog and De Meuron preservecefisential character of
the industrial building, reinforcingts volumetric structure and increasing its
visibility. Exploring the contrast produced by tlextaposition of old and
contemporary materials, the architects assumed \iseal and iconic
confrontation between the dome of the cathedraltheacdchimney of the power
station. A two-storey glass penthouse was addedhertop of the building,
creating a horizontal light beam with an expresseféect that would be
completed with the coloured light feature (knowntlees Swiss Light), designed
by the artist Michael Craig-Martin:

“The most dramatic alteration to the appearanddeexisting building would be a new two-

storey-high frosted-glass beam running its whahglle, acting architecturally as a translucent
horizontal counterfoil to the dark vertical masdiué chimney. This light beam would clearly

signal the change of function of the building framwer station to art gallery, its welcoming

beacon a striking addition to the London skylin€taig-Martin, 2000: 21)

If the previous examples (Guggenheim Bilbao ande Mbdern) illustrate the
important contribution of museum architecture te tiegeneration of obsolete
industrial settings, in other cases, the constactf a new museum can be
related with the revitalization of historical sites. Inteming in heritage
architecture is a complex and sensitive task, Hretefore, sometimes this kind
of project is object of greatontroversy, as happened with the Belém Cultural
Centre (CCB), in Lisbon.
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Belém Cultural Centre, Lisbon. Photo: HB (2007)

Vittorio Gregotti and Manuel Salgado won the intgronal competition, but the
construction of the CCB (1988-93) provddghly polemical, as the site
corresponds to one of the most symbolic areaseot#ipital, associated with the
history of Portuguese Discoveries and Batuguese World Exhibition (1940).
The arguments against the new building were cerdrethe supposed threat to
the historical and architectonic integrity of thi#gesgiven its proximity to
important monuments, namely the Jerénimos Monag@aging from the 18
century). The large scale of the new architectopimplex was one of the main
issues in question.

The original plan for the cultural centre comprida@ modules, but only the
first ones were raised, namely, the Conference r€emhhe Performing Arts
Centre and the Exhibition Centre (occupied, sin@@72 by the Foundation of
Modern and Contemporary Art - Museum Collectionddo). The three units
are complemented with leisure spaces, such as st@ies, restaurants, terraces
and gardens, whichalongside the internal streets and squares, teilithe
integration of the cultural centre in the city. dpite of the initial controversy,
the CCB succeeded in its ambition to revitalize listorical area of Belém,
reinforcing its relevance as a cultural and touagtaction. In fact, the CCB
became an integral part of the city life, being @fi¢he most popular cultural
venues in Lisbon, and one of its maggmbols of modernity.

The coexistence of various cultural buildingghin a specific location can also
be a determinant factor in terms of urban renowatio Madrid, the proximity
between the three most popular museums of the(ergdo, Tyssen and Reina
Sofia) created the famous “Triangle of the Museualisb known as “Triangulo
de Oro de la Cultura” and the path that linkese buildingsthe “Passeo del
Prado”, has earned itself a relevant role in thgsccultural life.
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In other cities, like Berlin (Museum Island), Fréum# (Museumsufer) or

Amsterdam (Museumplan) the concentration of sevenadeums in the same
area amplifies the potential effeat urban revitalization which is inherent to
these public buildings. A similar situation canfband in the historic centre of
Vienna, in the MuseumsQuatrtier.

MuseumsQuatrtier, Vienna. Photo: HB (2008)

The MuseumsQuartier is an architectonic ensembiehndrticulates historical
and contemporary buildings with different sizes aisés. The general plan for
the renovation of the site was designed by theitacthral firm Ortner & Ortner
(1986-2001) with the cooperation of Manfred Wehd&@wn the restoration of
heritage buildings, particularly the old royal dé&a) dating from the beginning
of the 18th century. The complex is located in Vi@s cultural district, a short
distance away from the Hofburg Palace, the Kunsthsshes Museum, and the
Naturhistorisches Museum. It includes the Kunsé&haWien, the Leopold
Museum, the MUMOK (Museum of Modern Art Ludwig Falation Vienna),
the Architektur Zentrum Wien, as well as productgindios for new media,
artist studios for artists-in-residence, outstagdart, and cultural facilities
designed for children. It also lodges a varietyewénts and festivals, like the
Wiener Festwochen. The large interior courtyarthefMuseumsQuatrtier is one
of Vienna's most vivacious places. With its terrazafes, bars, shops, and
bookstores, it is a very popular site both for ees and cultural activities,
bringing “Vienna's existing cultural zones closegether than ever before’ln
fact, the architectural ensemble interacts with serounding environment,
establishing an inspiring dialogue between heritaggk contemporary creation.

" http://www.maw.at 12-05-2009.
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Conclusion: icon and public space

The increasing investment in museum architectwrgng the last decades of the
20" century, demonstrates that these projects ara wégarded as key elements
for urban planning. In fact, museum architectunetcbutes, on many levels and
forms, to the renovation of urban space, not omgaose it creates appealing
images, but also because it actually creates nehs pand new centralities

within the city.

The construction of the Guggenheim Bilbao clearyvps the effective impact
of museum architecture, both from the iconic areuhoanistic points of view.
This potential stimulated a contemporary trend mban planning and city
marketing, associating the creation of a new museamihe extension of an
existing institutionto an idea of urban vitality and modernization. aAsesult,
there are, in many cities all over the world, exlamf museums which were
converted into places of cultural or tourist pitlgage, belonging to the
collective imaginary as urban icongherefore, the management of the cities is,
more than ever, related with iconography. Accordmg\ntonio Pinto Ribeiro,
“The main goal of a cultural management is to dbate to create the city’s
fantasies, an inspiring imaginary that identifidse tcity and unites its
inhabitants.” (Ribeiro, 2001: 76). But the authtmoaadds that: “Another device
of cultural policies is the square. The basis ahderacy, the genesis of public
space, is the Greek Agora, the space for publicatgetand controversy”
(Ribeiro, 2001: 76). And this point is essential understand the worldwide
popularity of museum architecture.

If, as Lewis Mumford claimed, the museum represétit® most typical
institution of the metropolis, as characteristidtsfideal life as the gymnasium
was for the Hellenic city or the hospital of thedmwal city” (Giebelhausen,
2003: 4), for its relevance on the urban space,nbseum is also frequently
considered the cathedral of the contemporary dNpnetheless, as Joao
Fernande®bserves, “if we want to compare the museum toctthedral [...]
we will conclude that it is not only the cathedpalt also the square in front of
the cathedral. And the square is the place wheoplpeare, where people
socialize, shop, circulate, re$t"Therefore, the role of the museums within the
city is far beyond the spectacularity of the amttairal image.

® Jodo Fernandes, Director of the Serralves Muséur@porto, interviewed by Helena Barranha,
2005.
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In fact, what brings people to museums is not mgetie¢ fascination for the
building or the interest in the exhibitions. Someds, people go there just for
leisure activities, like a stroll in the gardenaodrink in a nice cafe, and do not
even visit the exhibitions. They go there becaime museum offers inviting
public spaces. People tend to adhere to that bed¢hase spaces have a specific
identity and “the identity of a place suggests #ectural space, which in turn
helps people to orientate themselves in the urbaranment” (Thomas, 2002:
22). Moreover, the architectural quality of the a@ms, courtyards, gardens and
parks around the museum building represents, fat meople, a positive urban
experience. For all those reasons, a museum bgildith always be more than
just a landmark.
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