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ABSTRACT 

Because it is chiefly a "place of meeting" of architecture with the other forms of art, the 

museum participates necessarily in the elaboration of an architecture that goes beyond the usual 

concern for "habitable" space - a functionalism derived from western civilizatlon's pragmatism The 

concept of the museum has provoked profound changes in the cultural slgnlflcance of what it re

presents The museum reflects a culture of "pluralism," of diffe;-ent world views as weil as an 

intention to represent the world through a categorization of the "fragment" Hence it brings forth the 

contradictions inherent in our anthropocentric society which is, itself, the product of the complexity 

and contradictions speCifie to man. Thus the present thesis investigates the potential for significance 

of the main architecturai themes pertaining to the art museum 

RÉSUMÉ 

Parce qu'il est principalement le "lieu de rencontre" de l'architecture et des autres 

formes d'art, le musee participe nécessairement dans l'élaboration d'une architecture qui va au-

delà d'un interêt pour les espaces "habitables" - fonctionalisme derivé du pragmatisme de la 

civilisation occidentale. Le concept du mUSée a provoqué de profonds changements dans la 

signification culturelle de ce qu'il re-presente. Le mUSée reflete une culture de "pluralisme," de 

différentes visions du monde, ainsi qu'une volonté de representation du monde par une 

catégorisation du "fragment." Il met donc en avant les contradictions inhérentes à notre SOciété 

anthropocentrique, elle même produit de la complexité et des contradictions propres à l'homme. 

Ainsi donc la présente thèse propose une recherche du potentiel de signification des principaux 

thèmes architecturaux intéressant le mUSée d'art. 
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INTRODUCTION 

ln observlng the recent cultural development of clvUlzatlons one cannot help but be 

struck by the proliferation of museums. Newiy Independent countrles that are ln search of thelr 

cultural Identity often build rr.useums as one of the first gestures of emanclpatlon; museums have 

become the core of thelr cultural infrastructure. Western nations are also ln a period where new 

museums are being bullt at an Impresslve rate, and extensions to oIder ones added. Democratlc 

Ideals have found thelr way in the museum changlng Its popular perception; no longer a nineteenth 

century elltlst 'temple' of knowledge, Il has become a more democratlc cultural centre. 

Whether ln large metropolls or ln small towns, subsidised by governments or prlvately 

owned, museums have played a predominant roleln the social 1 Ife of thelr communltles. Orlginatlng 

as an exclusive indlvidual collection that reflectecl a specifie world view, the museum was trans

formed forever by the openlng of the Louvre durlng the French RevCllutlon. It became the symbol 

of the cltizenry's prlde ln thelr culture, hlstorlc achlevements, and newiy acqulrecl polltlcalliberty. As 

opposecl to the Isolation of academia, museums are public Institutions where vlsltors can wander 

around experlenclng not onIy the obJects of past tlmes but temporality Itself; enrlching thelr own 

artlstlc, sclentlflc or hlstorlcal knowledge freely, at thelr own pace. 

Museums are the theaters of very popular cultural events. What are the Implications 

01 these Institutions on both the Items exhlbited and the way we percelve them? By assessing the 

role the museum has played ln profoundly aherlng soclety's perception of the meanlng of art and 

hlstory, the present work attempts to draw the relevant conclusions that would help us give meanlng 

to Its architecture. The concept of the museum has provoked profound changes ln the cultural 

slgnlficance of what It re-presents. Yet the concept of the muselJm has been 50 widespread that we 

f1nd Institutions for ail kinds of obJects which often express different cultural realities. Il Is difficult for 

Instance to conslder a museum of geology or astronomy as having the same cultural Implications 
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as one of Fine Art or of cars. Museums are usually dasslfled by discipline; I.e. as related to hlstory, 

natur4t, technology, art. However a more encompasslng and signiflcant way of dlfferentlatlng 

between tnem might be achleved by conslderlng thelr relatlonship to man.· Aline can be drawn 

between the museums that are directly relatee to man's production and action, and those related 

to nature or God's work - what Is glven. In the splr~ of the modem era, ~ Is legltlmate to focus our 

attention on the subJect of ma,,: the contemporary world's ceiltre. The followlng work Is coneerned 

primarUy w~h th~ art mUl*lum artistlc production as It relates to man's memory, and the recordlng 

of hlstory through the collection and storage of art works as weil as the architecturai slgniflcance 

of the museum as an art work Itself. 

Here a clarification Is ln order. In deallng wlth the cOOC6;lt of the museum of art, no 

clear-cut distinction has been attempted botween the museum 01 ait and the museum of contem

porary art. (the dlfference emerges onIy for the practlcal d!~trlbutlon of the works.) Sorne m:lyarguo 

that museums of contemporary art do not present art as a fragment of hlstory ln whlch case Il would 

lead, through the search for art's slgnlflcance, to yet another form of knowledge. Those detractors 

perceive hlstory as somethlng dead, whereas contemporary works refleet a cultural renllty, a bellef 

ln a certain world view whlch Is still liveel and shared. It Is Inconcelvable however, to Ignore that ail 

human actions are seen ln a hlstorical continuum; we re-act and reactl Ail art Is a process of 

enar.tment whlch Is, ln the author's opinion, sc consclous of Its cultural roots that contemporary art 

cannot be regarded as a practlce dlvorced from any hlstorlcal roots, referrlng soIely to Its own tlme. 

Our culture's sense of hlstory Is 50 deeply Ingralned that even the most radlcally modern works can 

onIy be understood ln the IIght of a hlstorIcaJ perspective. 

Current architecturai theory and crltlclsm's discussion of the transcendental slgniflcance 

of architecture tends to be dRuted by ail sorts of pragrnatlc, functional considerations. However, 

desplte the fact that museum architecture has to respond to the strictest of practlcal constralnts, If 

still offers the opportunity to design something that goes beyond the usuaJ coneern for habIlQt.f~ 

space - a buAding that could be a meanlngful place. It Is for thls reason that museum's architecture 

• The term -man- Is used to refer to rnanklnd, meanlng therefore both men and women. 
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la held ln such great esteem by ail archltects who pe(ce/ve It as an Important and del/ca te task. 

Thlaleads them ta partake ln the dellate as to whether or not arcMecture Is an art - rather than an 

applled science· and, If so, how to deflne Il as such. 

ln a modern worid divlded between materlallsm and Ideallsm, objective and subjective, 

rational and Intuitive, the archltect f1nds hlmself caught between two apparently opposlng currents 

that are, ln reallty, fundamentally complementary. On the one hand, !Architecture needs science ln 

arder to achleve its Initiai goal of belng bullt; on the oth&r hand, technology, the enfant Ch6T1 of the 

age of science, tends ta take over, becomlng not anly the 'means,' but the end ln itself. Thus, 

arcMecture, consldered as an applled science meant to provlde the materlal comfort (cherlshed by 

Durand), 15 perceivOO as belng opposed ta art whlch Is consldered as an actlvlty rootad ln Intuition 

and Irratlonallty. Such an attitude has 100 to a perception of art and architecture as COI ilpetlng 

elements ln our culture. The problem Is encauntered ln the one buRdlng type whlch embodles thelr 

physlcal reunlon: the museum of art. The question belng ralsad as ta know whlch - of art or 

arcMecture - should be dolng justice ta the other. 

The premlse here Is that architecture Is an art; that 15, It contrlbutes to the 

establishment of a symbollc arder (be Il human or cosmologlcal). It re-presents the percelved reallty 

of man. Architecture, by creatlng the most essentlaJ and prlmary envlronment of man daes more 

than bulld shelters. The maklng of architecture Involves a symbollsm that translates the Images ft 

conveys, the spaces ln whlch people evolve, the IIght through whlch everythlng takes shape, Inta 

a meanlngful envlronment 

Despite the premlse that architecture Is an art and therefore, ln its ultlmate goal, Is 

comparable to the other forms of art, our perception of It as a IIvOO experlence however, Is 

• altogether dlfferent. Whereas one can onIy 'partie/pate at 8 distance' ln the case of most of the 

other forms of art, architecture Involves the body, mlnd and soul and ls made of everythlng that 

surroonds us. 

• See Arnhelm, 'Introductlon: The Dynamlcs of Archltectyral Farm. 
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It Is the opinion of the author that any archltectllre derlves Its meanlng from two 

dlfferent sources. One, Is Ils reason of existence whlch ln that case Is art; the other, Is everythlng 

that Is exterlor to the building Ilself; the environ ment, hlstory, and soclety's values. The Implication 

of man happens ln the understandlng and Interpretation of thase elements. Frederlck Klesler, talklng 

about architecture, sald °any problem, big or IlttIe, requlres a great humliity ta let /t tell you what It 

wants, rather than vou telling the problem how Il shouId be resolved. It will develop from /ts own 

Inner concept, whlch must be IIstened to and understood.· • 

It Is not the alm of thls work to detf'~mlne a 'proper' architecturai form for the art 

museum, nor does It have the pretention of belng a guldellne, a check IIst, ta whlch other people 

can refer. Rather than offerlng answers to problems, thls thasls tries ta ralse questions and engage 

the reader ln a discussion, perhaps encouraglng further questions. The research revealed that there 

la a contlnuous questionnlng d the museum and Its architecture because of a stlmulatlng array of 

opinions and Ideas on Ils slgnlficance. Thus one Is encouraged to rethink hls position on the subJect 

and ultlmately to address more deeply the problem of Ils architecture. 

Finally, this Investigation addresses some persona! concerns. By investlgatlng the 

cultural significance of the public Institution and subsequently by trying to evaluate Its possible 

Influence on /ts architecture, an attempt Is made to draw a relevant conclusion regardlng 'my own' 

architecture. Being able to establlsh a critlcal distance 'rom the work, the hope Is to develop a 

personal sense of architecture, an architecturai judgement that does not rely on trends. 

The thesls conslsts of IWo major sections: the first one deals wlth the Idea of the 

museum; the second with Ils actual architecture. The former relates to the theoretlca/ concept of the 

Institution and its undertylng principles. This section Is dlvided into three chapters, the tirst of whlch 

deals wlth the prevailing Ideas at the foundatlon of the museum, the social orlglns of the Institution, 

Ils role and the way le has evolved. It explalns the museum's affect on the work of art. Flnally Il 

dlscusses the Ideas brought forth by the museum's detractors, and attempts to sketch neVi 

posslbilltles for its development. In the second chapter the focus Is placed on the social context and 

* Klesler, ·Shrlne of the Book,· Progressive Architecture, (September 1965): p. 127 
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the way the museum Intlueneed soclety's understandlng of the slgnlflcanee of artlstle praetlce. It 

dlscusses the evolutlon of the social role of the museum: Its change Irom a saered temple of tasle 

ta a democratic Institution open both ln a physlcal and figurative sense. The thlrd chapter Is 

concerned with the physlcal envlronment of the museum and the pragmatlc and symbollc 

relatlonshlp between city and museum. This chapter constltutes the connector between the flrst and 

second part of the thesls. 

The second part, the one whlch deals wlth the actual architecture of the museum, Is 

presented as a critlcal, hlstorlcal analysls of the three rr.aln architectural themes that are central to 

the theoretlcal dlscourse. The flrst theme 15 that of the museum as an architecturai 'obJecf ln the 

urban context and the monumental lmagery which the museum has adopted slnce Its beginnlng. 

The second theme Is that of IIghtlng. It assesses Ils posslbllities of expression and how It can enrlch 

the envfronment of the art work. The thlrd theme la that of the space surroundlng the works of art. 

It relates ta Internai exhibition areas whlch are, d course the heart of the museum. It Is of 

fundamental slgniflcance slnce Il Is the very physlcal place of the meeting of art and architecture. 



PART ONE 

THE IDEA OF THE MUSEUM OF ART 

FIg. l' Galleria Valentl Gonzaga, 1740, pamtmg by G P. Panntnt ((rom N Pevsner, A HIS tory of Building TYJ!..~ 

1 
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CHAPTER 1 

DISCUSSION ON THE MUSEUM'S ORIGIN, CONCEPT & INFLUENCE 

Colleetlng: man'. flght 8;3In" tlme 

... the museum Is a collection of collections ... • HG. Ga:iI i er 

The chlld and the collector both share, ln different fashlon, a common erotlc passion 
for the abject: an experlence of the obJect that Is a1so an Investment of the whole 
subJectlvlty... This love... Is the subversive protest agalnst the typlcal, the classiflablv. 

F.ReIa 

At the foundatlon of each museum there Is at least one collection, and the originator 

of each collection Is a person. What motlvates these collectors of obJects, curlosltles, works of art, 

ln brlef collectors of things that, havlng no weil deflned use, should have dlsappeared in our 

utilltarlan society? 

This question Is ail the more Intrlgulng s1nce collectlng Is a tradition that seems ta have 

survlved throughout the ages and Is Indeed one of man's oIdest actlvities. Whlle at the beglnnlng 

collecting was closer to an act of gatherlng, Its endurance has spawned a varlety of explanations. 

We wonder about this perhaps IlIoglcaJ habit whlch malntalns a mysterious dimension. 

Is il an unconsclous reactlon to the heavy burden of the passlng of tlme whlch transforms every 

thlng? Is It a consclous effort to leam about the past through the study of what It has left us? Is It 

an attempt at preservlng relies of the past whlch would keep the memory allve? 15 It a quest for 

permanence? Perhaps for ail these reasons man gathers obJects: Icons related to religion, trophles 

of war, works of art, the fruits of human effort, fragments of the pasto 

• H.G. Gadamer, Truth and Method. p.77-78. 

•• F. Relia, "The Vertigo of the Mélange: the Collector's Fight Agalnst Time", Lotus 
International 35, p. 59 
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Regardless of their purpose, collected abjects of the past provide us with an escape 

from our condition of mortality. It is in thls desperate struggle with time that the great collectors, the 

gatherers (of which emperor Hadrian might be consldered the precursor) emerge. This habit which 

is probably rooted in the same anxieties - eventhough, in modern society, it Is explained as a 

reaction ta consumerism - still prevents us from getting rid of seemingly common objects Whether 

the collected abject is of a past age, proving that human effort has not been wasted, or is prc1uced 

by our society, saved from destruction and handed down to postent y as a witness of our 

achievements, the act of gathering attests ta man's attempt to come to terms with his existence in 

relation ta passing time ln this respect, Franco Relia wrote in an essayon the meaning of the act 

of gathering and the cultural significance of the museum: 

The extreme attempt of the collectQr is thus to detain and catalogue not things but time 
itself its memory and experience. 

Although Relia does not mention whether cataloging or ordering has been a part of the act of 

collecting since the beginning, he nevertheless sheds some light on the psychology of the collector. 

The collector, though enrapt by love for each of his objects in which 'ail the world.is 
present,' seeks to construct an order whose shaping is the destiny of his objects 

According ta Relia, in addition to the very erotic relationship the collector has with his abject, he 

sees beyond its material existence; th us, the already accepted idea of art as a re-presentation of 

the world extends ta the collector's abject at large. The sgnse of order that the collector creates 

has nothing ta do with any systematic classification according to a scientific method Instead, it 

reflects a personal perception of the different objects and their relationships ta each others 1 

ln an attempt ta describe the origins of the museum, many writers, while acknowledg

ing the very old practice of collecting, fail ta point out the major difference between gathering in 

the pre-modern era and the trend of systematic classification that was started sorne two hundred 

years ago.2 lt has only been with the rlse of modern science and positivist thinking that man started 

systematizing his thought, environ ment and action. 

* Relia, op. cit., p. 57 

*. Ibid., p.59 
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Since the creation of the museum, collecting had been one of its major activities; with 

already-establlshed collections being the first mater/al to have entered their pre mises. It is clear, with 

the popularity of the blockbusters, that museums are becoming more interested in reacliing the 

large public through highly visible exhibitions. It is therefore important to clarify the reasons and 

theory underlying such a practice of co"ecting, thus, enabling us ta see its characteristics and 

therefore ta establish its cultural significance. 

The Institution is the key concept which can explain the differences between a collector 

and a museum, a collection and a "collection of collections." While being profoundly influenced by 

the systematic methods, the collector has always kept an inexplicable 'passion" the subjective 

element. In the institution of the museum, the collecting proceeds according to a pseudo-objective 

method which has taken the poetic dimension away from the act of collecting 

Deprived of its "humanity," the collection then enters the museum; a series of abjects 

which stand metaphorically for time, and tell us about history. 

Origins & brief history: 

Although its origins could be traced back ta the Romans, the modern museum of art 

was barn during a period of great philosophical, political, and social upheaval in nineteenth century 

Europe. To better understand the concept of the museum and its influence on art and society, one 

must begin with a very brief historical account of its origins, and of the social and scientific 

revolutlons that provided the context for the rise of the institutional museum as we know it today. 

The Romans may have been the first to open their private collections ta the public, by 

exhibiting them in temples. During the middle ages the art collections were used as icons ta iIIust

rate the holy texts and were stored in the parishes.3 This collecting habit continued throughout the 

Renaissance in Italy, where collections of antique fragments, portraits, sculptures, and paintings 

were insta"ed in specific rooms in palaces. In northern Europe, co"ecting evolved rapidely into a 

practice of classification of the world of man, culminating, during the Baroque periad, with the 

cabinets of curiosities. According ta Lewis, 
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as early as 1565, Samuel von Oulechelberg, a Flemish doctor, had written that Ideall~ 
collections should represent a systematic classification of ail materials in the unlverse . 

The museum as we know it today Is a child of both the "early scientific" approach of the German 

Baroque wunderkammer (cabinets of curlosltles) and the more 'romantic' love for the fragments of 

a 'certaln antiquity' of the Renaissance - as ln the case of the Museo Pio-Clementino in Rome.4 

Fig.2: AI/9(Jorical portrait of Baron Vivant Denon, 1813 Flg.3· Simonetti and Camporesl, Museo Plo-C/ementlno, Rome 
('rom E.P. Alexander, Museum Masters) 1773-80 (from N Pevsner, A History of Building Ty~~ 

Toward the end of the eighteenth century a dual revolution was set in motion, a 

revolution of ideology and of science Their joint effects had a great influence on man and hls 

perception of the environ ment. Political and social orders were challenged by the bourgeois vision 

of democracy Yet the motta of the French Revolution, le pouvoir au peuple, was not fully realized, 

the enlightened bourgeoisie, having already a considerable economlc influence, succeeded ln taking 

the reins of political power. The monarch, whose right to rule was at one time deemed to be God

glven, was overthrown as man took his destiny into his own hands. The political and social 

revolutions, Inseparable from the sclentific one, ail contributed to replace God with man as the 

"primary mover." With the scientific progress, rel/glon's search for metaphysical meaning evolved 

* G.D. Lewis, Chap. 2, in Manual of Curatorship. p.11 
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Into a habit or superstlt:oo. In response to rellgloo'8 seemlngly Irratlonal approach, the applled 

sciences and the movement of the encyclopaedlst demonstrated the advantages of systematlzatlon. 

Categorlzatlon became a way of acqulrlng knowledge whlch, not only applled to the obJect of 

sclentific research but to history as weil. The latter was glven a scientific luster that gave It the 

appearance of being 'rue" ln the absolute; I.e. as "objectlvely" or "sclentiflcally" stated facts. 

AIl these drastlc changes ln society created the Ideal moral atmosphere for a change 

ln the understandlng of the meanlng of art. The loss of the mythlcal dimension of Ilfe lead to an 

unfortunate atternpt to objectify the artlstlc production of man. Thus, the fundamental characteristle 

of the art museum whlch was unprecedented untU the beglnnlng of the nlnetoenth century Is what 

Gadamer refers to as the process of "aesthetlc dlfferentlatlon.· 

What we cali a work of art and experience aesthetically depends on a process of 
abstraction. By dlsregardlng everythlng ln whlch a work Is rooted It becomes visible 
as the "pure work of arr. This abstraction of the aesthetlc consclousness performs a 
task that Is pos~lve ln Itself. It shows what a pure ~ork of art Is, and allows It to exlst 
ln Its own rlght. 1 cali thls aesthetlc dlfferentlatlon. 

It Is thls phenomenon whlch undertles the general consensus that the modern museum orlginated 

durlng that pariod. Since the changes occured ln such an Instltutionallzed manner, thelr 

repercusslons were to be felt ln the art wortd and society at large. Under these clrcumstances the 

modern Museum was founded; the aesthetle quality of art becoming Its undertylng Idea and 

categorlzatlon Its framework. 

Roi. of the museum: 

• 

•• 

Now the dRemma of the modern museum Is a dRemma produced by thls eternal 
confllct we have seen 50 weil expressed ln Genesls between the forces of synthesls 
and the forces of dissipation. We ln the art museums of America have reached a point 
where we must make a cholce of becomlng elther temples of learnlng and 
understandlng ln the Geneva sense [as proposed by the project of a Mundaneum by 
Le Corbusier], or of remalnlng merely hanging gardens for the perpetuation of the 
Babylonlan pleasures of aesthetlclsm and the secret slns of prlvate archaeo/ogy. ** 

F.H.Ta~ 

Gadamer, Truth and Method, p. 76. 

Taylor, F.H. Babel's tower: the Dllemma of the Modern Museum, p. 6 
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Since the ultimate role of the museum is the education of the public, it may be 

assumed that this noble cause has led to a consensus about the museum's function.5 However, in 

the quotation above Francis H. Taylor summarizes the contradictions with whlch both the mlJseum 

and the people who work in it are faced. These contradictions have occurred ever since Its creation, 

and concern the ways in which the museum ought to serve society 6 On the one hand the works 

are presentee! as a search for Mknowledge" of our world, on the other as an appreciatlon of Ihe 

pleasures of aestheticlsm through the perceptual experience of the object, a subjectiv~ apd sensuai 

approach to the world. Taylor draws an interesting parallel between the rellgious symbolism and the 

eternal interest of man in the resonstruction of the Tower of Babel, and the museum Taking as an 

example the Mundaneum by Le Corbusier, he states that the museum is another attempt by man 

to re-present his world, to "encompass the world's knowledge into a single palatable confection .. 

Fig.4: top: Tower of Babel, Woodcut by Jast Amman, from the 
Bible, Frankfurt-am-Mam, 1566 (from F.H Taylor, Babel's 
Tower the Dilemma of the Modem Museum) 

FIg 5: the Mundaneum, Le Corbusier (from H Damiseh 
"The Museum DeViee") 

l"Mt "U'III\! 

But could we consider the museum as a place of pure intellectual activity where we 

go to learn about hlstory? Furthermore, would it be possible for us ta enjoy the "pleasures of 

aestheticism" of works of art of a bygone age when we do not perceive the world in the same way 

as their creators or contemporarles? 
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ln our information-inundated society there is considerable confu~ion between 

information and knowledge, between facts and deep understanding of events and works Habituated 

to easily labelled images (incorrectly identified as "knowledge") most people are no longer willing 

to engage in the process of Interpretation. Here, Marshal McLuhan's statement "the medium is the 

message" should be taken seriously since it is in direct contradiction with the real vocation of the 

* museum: the meaning of art with regard ta its content. Man no longer questions. Consequently, 

he goes ta the museum for "delectation," and disappointed with his passive role, he gets "bored.,,7 

Not willing ta decipher the message that the work of art contains, the visitor rejects it Since culture 

has become its own "end," he cames back to the museum What then is the purpose of the 

historical knowledge imparted by the work of art exhibited in the museum? Through it we could be 

able to elucidate our own understanding of the making of art; not in technical terms but rather as 

a philosophical field of action which tries to explain the meaning of human existence Through the 

historical investigation of artistic creation, museum-goers are given the possibility to question the 

reason of thelr own artistic activity (an activity that could be painted, written, sculpted, built, or 

simply imagined); instead of considering the abjects as self-contained: models to imitate 8 And this 

"knowledge" cannot be attained by the sole enjoyment of the aesthethics of the works of art, neither 

could it be reached by the shallow technical information provided by labels. 

Advocates of the appreciation of art in its own right, argue for "a metaphysics of art" 

which could be achieved, according to Antony Vidler, through the "psychology of perception that 

attempts ta retum the characteristics of the objects to the vision that perce ives them, and thereby 

ta society itself."** The task of the museum would then be to establish a "subjective history of vision" 

rather than a history of abjects with the specifie quality that this history reters to the object itselt 9 

ln detense of that position, Hubert Damisch seems ta reject the unnatural situation in which the 

* Marshall McLuhan; quoted by George F. MacDonald, 'The Future of Museums in the 
Global Village,· Myseum 155. 

** Vidler, 'The Art of History' Monumental Aesthetics from Winckelmann to Quatremère 
de Quincy,· Oppositions 25. p 54 ln the context of the explanation of the formai categories 
proposed by Adolf Hildebrand and Heinrich Wolfflin 
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abject is positioned as one part of a larger system, 1 e. "a device of memory"· According ta 

Damisch, 

... if you want a history of art Vou can go ta a museum, but the sensitive man should 
be kept away from it.' The sensitive man, meaning one who doesn't go ta a museum 
to learn but to get spiritual enjoyment, and who will find greater pleasure in the 
sometimes incongruous juxtap.9sitions produced in old-fashioned museums rather than 
in a rationally ordered layout • 

Memory does not follow any rational pattern tr.ar refers ta chronologlcal or Iconographic 

classification. 

ln a much more radical essay Eugenio Donato pushes the entielsm of the museum 

even further by denying ta the institution the possibility of "a representational understanding of the 

world" through a mechanism of substitution, the "displacement of fragments for totallty " He adds 

that the failure 

... of the museum at reaching the nature and the essence of the abject it displays is due 
to the fact that it tries ta understand them in relation to the speetator rather than in 
relation ta the objects themselves 'Meaning,' the result of metonymlc or metaphoric 
displacements, is anthropomorphic and anthropocentriq, •• and it is because of its 
anthropocentrism that it is neeessarily doomed to fallure 

However, in this search for the essence and nature of the abject, Donato acknowledges 

precisely this anthropocentrism; since man, whether he is searching for meaning or for the nature 

or essence of things, is always trying to explain his own actions and existence The work of art, 

which is a product of man, is therefore relevant onlyas it stands for the ideas and ideals of man 

Thus, it could not be appreciated in its own right without any regard for its content, that is the 

reason for its existence, its meaning with regard ta ItS own world ln this respect Gadamer ciaims 

that, 

* 
35, p. 9 

** 

Pure seeing and pure hearing are dogmatic abstractions which artificially reduce 
phenomena. Perception always includes meaning. Thus it is a mistaken formalisr1,;l •• , 
to seek the unit y of the aesthetic object sol el y in its form as opposed ta its content 

Damisch, "The Museum Device: Notes on Institutional Changes," Lotus International 

Ibid., P 7 

*** Donato, "The Museum's Furnace: Notes Toward a Contextual Reading of Bouvard et 
Pecuchet," in Textual Strategies: Perspectives in Post-Structuralist Criticism pp 223-224. 

*.*. 
Gadamer, Truth and Method, p. 82. 
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This discussion involves the problem of Interpretation which is equally controversial. 

Indeed, the so-called freedom of interpretation allowed by the museum of art's supply of objective 

information - 1 e technical details concerning the medium, the date of completion, the title of the 

work and the name of the artist - is in fact a misconception because the public is unconsciously 

directed toward an aesthetic appreciation of the work The museum neglects to tell us about the 

"world of the work" and the intention of the artist, and therefore deprives us of the opportunity to 

understand the work of art within its own context It seems that this fundamental problem of 

Interpretation will always undermine the efforts of the Institution to reach out to a public that has 

not only lost the meaning and purpose of art but also the reason for inquiring about history. This 

problem will remain as long as the aesthetic criteria take precedence over what art represents, and 

the work is left as a "fragment" of its world. In this case the art book becomes a more appropriate 

and thorough source of knowledge, providing that it gives us some insight into the 'meaning' of the 

work The work of art, itself an Interpretation of another thing, then becomes subject to another form 

of interpretation; Interpretation that inspires the poetic/artistic sensibilities of each viewer. 10 

The work of art and the museum: 

Being a modern device that has admitedly long struggled to achieve a form of 

neutrality in its concept and its physical manifestation, the museum often includes works that were 

not meant to be in such a sterile environment. 11 It is therefore worth discussing the influence of 

this device on the work of art Before going further in the discussion it is worth acknowledging the 

fact that no matter how works of art are stored and preserved public perception of them change 

as time passes and culture evolves. André Malraux acknowledges this by saying, 

* 

La métamorphose n'est pas un accident, elle est la loi même de la vie de l'oeuvre 
d'art .... Lp chef d'oeuvre ne maintient pas un monologue souverain, mais un invincible 
dialogue. 

Malraux, A. "Le Musée Imaginaire," Les Voix dy Silence, p. 67. 
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What is worth considering in this specifie study is the problems that arise from the 

museum's organizational principle of gathering and grouping art works - what Malraux calls the 

"confrontation" between different works. '2 

Le mUSée Sépare l'oeuvre du monde 'profane' et la rap~50che des oeuvres OppOSees 
ou rivales. Il est une confrontation de metamorphoses 

The object enters the collection and the museum where Its presence, and therefore 

its meaning, oscillates between its own internai qualities and the piace It assumes in the larger 

order. It is then ready for the metamorphosis caused by the unavoidable confrontation wlth other 

abjects and other collections. 14 

"Les oeuvres n'entrent pas au mUSée imaginaire en recusant l'histoire,(comme les 
oeuvres classiques entraient dans les collections,) elles y maintiennent avec elle un 
lien complexe, qui se rompt quelquefois, car la métamorJ~hose, si elle anime aussi 
l'histoire, ne l'atteint pas comme elle atteint l'oeuvre d'art" 

Each work of art is a "re-presentation" of the external world - not as It is offered ta our 

scientific vision but rather as it is perceived, in its essence, by the artist, as a world view Gadamer 

suggests that, 

the basic mlmlC situation that we are discussing not only involves what IS 
represented being there, but also that it has in this way come ta exist more fully 
Imitation and representation are not merely a second version, a copy, but ~.recognition 
of the essence. theyare not merely repetition, but a 'bringtng forth' 

Thus, the museum leads to an "abuse of space," which acts on the way we perceive the work 01 

art. 15 This metamorphosis by confrontation appears obviously when the work IS understood in 

terms of its place in art history, as a "fragment of a totality." Seeing it with dlfferent eyes Irom those 

which created it, we find it impossible to recover, as Stephen Bann writes, "the integnty of the 

original system or code .• 16 

• Ibid., p. 125. According to Malraux the book would push to its limit the idea of 
metamorphosis by confrant"ltion. 

** Gadamer, Tryth and Method, p.103 
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Franco Relia also acknowledges the existence of yet another kind of metamorphosis 

which occurs in the mind of the viewer when the object (of the past) becomes an embodiment of 

time • This Is what Rlegl caUs the "Age-Value" of a monument, recognizing it as a relie of the paSt. '7 

Discussion of the influence of the museum on the ways in which art and its history are 

appreciated necessitates discussing the possibilities of interpretation that the institution offers. 

Indeed, it seems rather difficult to deny the museum's preponderant raie as a tool for art historians, 

as a treasure cave for art lovers who can hardly own masterpieces nowadays, and as a place of 

learning for everybody 18 Through speclfic ways of presenting the works of art, the museum leads 

the public to make specifie comparisons. Although the individual's interpretation will also depend 

on his background, the museum establishes the limits of interpretation. What the museum does 

achieve is the continuai questioning of art: what a specifie work of art meant to the artist and its 

public then, and its significance for our society and for each individual Therefore one could only 

agree with Malraux when he says that, 

Le mUSée impose une mise en question de c~ilcune des expressions du monde qu'il 
réunit, une interrogation sur ce qui les réunit. 

Finally, one of the effects the museum has on artistic practice is manifested by the 

artist's questioning and criticism of the institution Many artists have reacted against the museum's 

dictates by creating works denouncing them, or by opening their own artist-run galleries Surrealist 

works such as Marcel Duchamp's boite-en-valise exemplify this rejection of the museum. '9 

Duchamp has said about this work that, 

. ici encore, il s'agissait d'une nouvelle forme d'expression. Au lieu de peindre quelque 
chose de nouveau, je voulait reproduire peintures et objets que j'aimais et les 
collectionner dans un espace aussi réduit que possible .... Puis il me vint à l'esprit que 
cela pouvait être une boite à l'interieur de laquelle toutes mes oeuvres seraient 
rassEll."lbl.es et montées comme dans un petit mUSée, un mUSée portatif pour ainsi 
dire . 

• Relia, "The Vertigo of the Mélange: The Collector's Fight Against Time," Lotus 
International 35, p. 61 . 

•• 
Malraux, "Le Mus.e Imaginaire,· Les Voix du Silence, p 12. 

.** Quoted in Arturo Schwarz, The Complete Works of Marcel Duchamp, p. 513. 
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Accordlng to Benjamin Buchloh, Duchamp's work was an ovelt critlcism of the spatlailty and 

temporal/ty of the museum, cl "the transformations that an artlst's work undergoes ln retrospectlvo 

exhibitions, Institutlonal collactlng and dlsplay.·· 

FiQ.6: "BoiffHn-Val/N,· Marul Duchamp 
(from A. Schwan, The complete worlr of Marcel Duchamp) 

Other forma of muaeuma: 

The tlme • In brlef - Is ripe for a new concept of the museum not as a place, not as an 
object, but as a moving, three dlmenslonal, human soIvent, a dissemlnator of re(1ulative 
truths rather than abstracted objects. 

What Davis suggests ln hls essay on the museum of the future, Is that the concept and 

reallty of the museum as an actual place be redeflned as an ·ldea, - tree tram any relation ro the 

physlcal presence of the Institution. This new perception of the museum Involves an abstraction, a 

• Buchloh, B. "The Museum Fictions of Marcel Broodthaers. - ln Myseyms by AL!l~, P 
46,47 . 

•• Davis. O., "The Idea of the Twenty-flrst Century Museum, -In Art Culture' Essays on ttlS! 
Po;;;·Mcœm. p. 122. 
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departure from the spaca/tlme frame of reference. The abject ln the museum enters consequently 

the realm of 'non-reallt}! - called the "vlrtual Image" ln optlcs - where It acts as a stimulant of the 

Imagination Hence the book of photographie reproductions and the televlslon glve us neither the 

original work nor a perfeet copy of il. And even though Davis opted for televislon rather than the 

book, both ln fact can be conslderad as devlces that are non restrictive to any physlcal place. 

The book of reproductions is pralsed by Malraux ln hls Musie Imaginaire as a museum 

without walls. By bringing together ail artistle manifestations It pushes to the extreme the eurrently 

Incomplete confrontation d the museum. It is a mnemonlc Instrument par exeellence.20 Sy the same 

token, Malraux acknowledges the fact that the work of art loses Its specificity through thls type of 

presentation. He wrltes, 

... Une tapisserie, une miniature, un tableau, une sculpture et un vitrail m6diévaux, 
objets forts diff6rents reproduits sur une marne page, deviennent parents. Ils ont perdU 
leur couleur, leur matiue Oa sclJpture quelque chose de son volume), leur dimension . 
... Qu'y art-Ms perdu? leur qualil6 d'obJet.

2
pu'y ont Us gagl16? la plus grande 

signification de style qu'Ils puissent assumer. 

ln Douglas Crlmp's summary of Malraux's intention and the purpose his museum would 

serve, he suggests that Malraux saw "art as ontological essence, created not by men ln thelr 

• hlstorlcal eontingencles, but by Man in hls very being." And dlsapproving such a vision of the 

artlstic production Crlmp adds, "this Is the comfortlng knowledge ta which the Museum Without 

Walls gives testimony." 

However, the predominance of style ln Malraux's museum must be critlcally assessed 

sinee il can lead ta a total mlsunderstanding cl art's purpose, meanlng and the reason for our 

Interest in It. When the work of art Is removed from the space/tlme frame of reference il loses ail 

conneetlon to man's 'reallty' of perception. Its qulntessentlal raison d'ëlre, and the meanlng that Il 

held for Ils creator and EIra, are thereby concealed. 

The second devlce worth discusslng Is one whose Influence on society has been 

consldered ln rather negative terms. Indeed, televlslon has se/dom been assoclated wilh positive 

educatlonal events, and even people who support its Integration Into the museum realize Its 

• Crimp, "On The Museum's rulns", ln Hal Faster ed., The Antl-Aesthetlc: Essays ln 
PQstmodem Culture, p. 51. 
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dangerous effects. G.F. MacDonald, dlrector ~ the Canadlan Museum d CIvDlzatlon ln Ottawa 

suggests, ln a very lucld discussion, that an electronlc medium such as televlslon, desplte Its 

detrlmental repercusslons, mlght become a "fIrst step'ln the dlscovery of the 'real thlng' - I.e. the 

an work ln the museum. He states that, 

(he has] great fears, as weil as falth, ln the media. Hitler produced one of the tlrst 
media plans on a national scala. V1sual Ilteracy has brought wlth It textual IlIite."élcy 
... Museums have a unique place ln the formation of an Indlvlclual's reallty and experlen
tlal grlds. To the young vlsltor, the dlsplays add scale, real tlme sequences.and con
teXl, ail of whlch are chronlcally absent from electronlc media exporlence.' 

A1though televlslon can be heavUy edlted and Is often used as a tool of propaganda, 

It Is often argued that the reaJ problem Is not the devlce Itself but the way society has been uslng 

1t.22 Douglas Davis supports the concept of 'museum as contenr and argues that televlslon Is the 

best way to relmmerse the work of art ln Ils context. He says, 

Television, because It exlsts ln tlme, does not of Its own volition abstract reallty, as 
does the photograph .... The museum can communlcate through televlslon on a prlvate, 
mlnd to mlnd level. It can focus and deepen the experience of art, rather than promote 
the superficlal 'now 1 have sean Il ail ln ten minutes' experience Indoctrlnated by the 
bravura hoverfng meth~" Television restores context and content to the work of art 
- anybody's work of art. 

Davis' argument however, Is based on the assumptlon that knowledge can be attalned as a result 

of simply Immersing the work ln Its context. Even If Il Is accepted that televlslon could succeed ln 

puttlng the viewer ln a state of mlnd where he could asslmilate, or rather, ,sad the work with the 

eyes of the epoch, thls 'knowledge' excludes the vlewer's perceptual experlence. Television 

theretore, offers only an Incomplete perceptual experience without the advantage of belng able to 

fully reproduce the vlsual experience. This devlce would exaggerate the problem of non-partici

pation, what Eco caUs 'he cali to narcotlc passlveness . .23 

r.) Cool mUé;2ums 

:Ji Hot museurns 
::"1(' partlc.pal'Jn ~ r;~ ~ ·Y)~.I· j9'- ,,! c~Î'd.: ,n~ (lI prJGUC!IC:1 

FIg.7: Gluesberg's Dlagra ,1 of the dlfferenc. beflN8en 'coof and "hor mUSfums. 

* MacDonald, ïhe Future of Museums ln the Global Village,' Museym 155, pp.214-215. 

** Davis, chap.7 'The Idea of a Twenty-first Century Museum: ln Art Culture: Essays on 
the Post-Modern, p. 120. 
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Conclusion: Importance of the museum 

Many people have militated against the museum, statlng that It exorcises art fram 

everyday life. Sorne argue that museums of contemporary art should be closed, while the ones 

inherited from the nineteenth century could be maintained as relies. They advocate that the artist 

be given a more active role in society.24 Still others believe that the museum encourages an 

unwarranted bias towards an aetheticist Interpretation of Pfrt. 

Yet inspite of, or perhaps due to the criticism, it has been during the last fifty years of 

their existence that museums have known the most enriching experiences Challenged or criticized, 

used as scientific tools or walked through as romantic paths, endorsed byartists or highly criticized 

thraugh their works, they have survived, changed, and opened up to the public, ma king themselves 

more educatlonal. Museums have become places of encounter between people and art. 

The institution is becoming more and more Important as an organizer of or environ ment 

for socio-cultural events, and closing it down seems a rather unrealistic idea. Why is the role 

assumed by the institution indispensable in the modern society? and why should the museum exist 

as a 'place'? 

Everything that modern man strives for seems to be consistent with the tendency 

toward keeping the museum allve as a "manager" of the socio-cultural consciousness. It is, indeed, 

in the museum, in the intellectual and artistic activities of the civilization, that one sees a reflection 

of the concerns, anxietles and hopes of society.25 More than ever before, modern society, 

dominated by the fuite en avant of scientific speculation and pragmatism, seems to be in need of 

strong foundation; a past on which ta lean, a tradition that would establish the place of man in an 

everchanging universe. 

The museum is the only institution that makes the work of art accessible to the public -

as both a physical presence (the real thing) and as message/content. Whereas schools and univer

silies, in most cases, isolate students and researchers from everyday life, creating a sort of 

micro-society, the museum of art offers the possibility of reinstating art and culture in general as part 
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of our soc/allife. That this potentlal is not always reallzed. is a fact that Gadamer and many others 

implicitly deplore. 

Accordingly, the radical reaction of closing museums is not a desirable response to the 

positivist influences that have so far directed the museum The results of such a policy would be 

catastrophlc for the work of art, slnce the 'object' as such would disappear If the museum closes 

its doors. waiting for a proper decision regarding its role, it would not serve any purpose. Art would 

disappear as a form of expression. With the triumph of technology. man would become a thinking 

machine; for even if philosophy remained, deprived of its field of action, questionning would be 

reduced to mere chattering. History, which in the case of art is mainly constructed with the help 

of the artifact, would lose both its subJect and its tool, and its survival would therefore be 

jeopardized Deprived of its raots, society would thus be seriously shaken at its foundations 

The museum has the privilege of being able to reconclle intellectual process. creative 

making. and perceptual experience; thus giving the chance ta every museum-goer to understand 

the artistic process as weil as its raison d'être. Once this is realized the opportunity should be 

seized ta reinstate the museum as a place of social participation 26 A social participation of whlch 

we seem to have shut ourselves away in a passive voyeurism of T.V and cinema watching. 

Finally the museum cffers the visitor the poetic possibility of a bringing together of past 

and present through a re-presentation of their different world views Was it not Napoleon, a great 

collector, who said: "Du haut de ces pyramides vingt siècles vous contemplent." 
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ENDNOTES 

1. See "Union of the Arts: Sir John Soane's Museum-House," J,.otus International 35. Also 
K. Hudson, "A Social History of Museums" ch.3 pp. 50-51. See also W. Grasskamp, "Artists and 
Other Collectors," in .Museums by Artists. a discussion of the idea of collecting as a form of artistic 
expression, p. 130. 

2. Such is the case in the second chapter of the Manual of Curatorship or in Francis H. 
Taylor's Babel's Tower the Dilemma of the Modern Museum, who trace back the first collecting 
practice to the romans. 

3. Panofsky, E., ''The Middle-Age," in Idea' A Concept in Art Theory. According to 
Panofsky, the art work represented on the level of the religious ideology a proof of the existence of 
God, being a "quasi-creation," an imitation of 'The Creation" 

4. Even though the "wunderkamers" do not rely on systematization as the underlying 
principle, their idea of collecting abjects or curiosities, work of nature (god) or works of man, shows 
a rather scientific approach of sampling of the world. 

It is Sebastiano Serlio who, during the Renaissance, first writes about historical 
preservation in his book Tutte l'Opere d'Architettura e prospetiva 

5. It is to be noticed that nobody has seriously argued against the idea of making art 
accessible to the large public, even though we can find accounts of the reaction of museum owners 
and directors during the eighteenth century, complaining about the ignorance and the lack of 
respect of the layman for the works of art and the temple-like atmosphere 

6. See accounts by D.Crimp on the role of the first museum in germany in his article "the 
Postmodern Museum," Parachute 46 

7 Louis Kahn, commenting on the museums, said: "1 have asked myself why 1 was 
fatlgued within fifteen minutes by every museum 1 ever entered". Quoted by Douglas Davis, in "The 
Idea of the twenty first century museum,· Art culture; Essays on the Post-Modern, p 109 

See also John Cotton Dana, ''The Gloom of the Museum," The New Museum, pp. 10-30. 

8. K.W. Forster, in the editor's introduction to the periodical Oppositions 25 states "When 
Riegl argued for a historical contingency of ail aesthetic values, he did not by the same token 
advocate eclecticism. On the contrary, he recognized that contemporary concerns, the kunstwollen 
(artlstic will) of our epoch, profoundly determine our perceptions of the past: there is no objective 
past, constant over time, but onlya continuai refraction of the absent in the memory of the present Il 

Stephen Bann talks also about the problem of understanding the objects of the past 
according to thelr own codes' " .. objects can signify, they can be assembled in a para-linguistic 
structure in such a way as to establish meanlng .... the abjects assembled by a collecter whether 
perpetuated in a museum or not, belong in principal within this definition But it might reasonably 
he argued that the entropy which affects any such assembly with the passing of time is of so high 
a degree that we can never in practice recover the integrity of the original system or code. (in 
"Historical text and Historical abject: Poetics of the MUSée de Cluny," Lotus International 35, p 37) 
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9. Vidler writes: "Such a 'hlstory of vision', substituting itself for history of objects. is 
necessarily dependent on the objects themselves for Its materlal." (in ''The Art of History 
Monumental Aesthetics trom Winckelmann to Quatremère de Quincy," Oppositions 25. p 54) 

10. See Forster's discussion of Riegl's text in endnote above (#8). 

11 . We can argue that sometimes works are commissioned by the museum to be exhiblted 
in a specifie place and are therefore meant for a sterile environ ment The fact is that, unless a work 
of art is created as part of an environmental composition, its meaning th us stemming from th,s 
dialogue, the work contains ail its meaning and does not refer to anything external 

12. Malraux comments: "[Les musées) ont contribUéS à délivrer de leur fonction les 
oeuvres d'art qu'ils réunissaient; à métamorphoser en tableaux jusqu'aux portraits" (In "Le Musée 
Imaginaire," Les Voix du Silence, p 12) 

13. Ibid., P 12 

14. Relia wntes. ''The battle ( .) in which the collector had engaged himself ( ) may indeed 
turn into a victory against time. not because things are removed from time into the seemlngly 
timeless world of the museum, but because these things themselves, mingling and becoming 
structured in a complex figure, are able to embody time." (in ''The Vertigo of the Mélange The 
Collector's Fight Against Time," Lotus International 35, p 61) 

This intermingling of which the author is speaking is what André Malraux describes as 
the metamorphosis of the work of art 

15. Damisch refers to this abuse of space when quoting Paul Valery. The author compares 
that situation to the one in chess when two pieces occupy simultaneously the same square. (in 
Damisch, H., ''The Museum Device' Notes on Institutional Changes," Lotus International 35. p. 7 

Merleau-Ponty, speaks about the essence, act, and experience of painting " ... en un 
sens la première des peintures allait jusqu'au fond de l'avenir" (in L'Oeil et l'Espnt, p 92) This. 1 
be/ieve, is the case of any artistic activity 

16. Bann, "Historical Text and Historical Object. Poetics of the MUSée de Cluny," Lotus 
International 35, p. 37 

Umberto Eco comments on the medium in communication explaining Its impact on 
people and how they interpret what they receive He states, ''The medIum transmlts those ideo
logies which the addressee receives according to codes originatlng in his social situation. in his 
previous education, and in the psychological tendencies of the moment (.) there exists méans of 
communication that, unlike means of production, are not control/able elther by private will or by 
the community.· (in Faith in Fakes, p. 141) 

17. See Riegl, A ''The Modern Cult of Monuments. Its Character and its Origins," see also 
the essays by K.W Forster and 1. de Sola-Morales, Oppositions 25 

18. Some accuse the museum of monopolizing the culturallife. See T. Shermann's article 
in Parachute 46 

19. See Museums by Artists, edited by Sronson & Gale. 

20. André Malraux states: "Car un mUSée Imaginaire s'est ouvert qui va pousser à l'extrëme 
l'incomplète confrontation imposée par les vrais mUSées." (in "Le MUSée Imaginaire,· Les Voix du 
Silence, p. 14) 
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21. Ibid. p. 19. Aiso Malraux writes that the works have almost lost their specificity at the 
benefit of their common style. A style which Malraux defines as a real entity, not a mere classifica· 
tion; as something resembling the life-story of a great creator. He states, "Rien ne donne une vie 
plus corrosive à l'Idée de destin que les grands styles, dont l'évolution et les métamorphoses 
semblent les longues cicatrices du passage de la fatalité sur la terre. (Ibid, pp.42-44) 

22 According to Umberto Eco, "the battle for the survival of man as responsible being in 
the Communication Era is not ta be won where the communication orlginates, but where it arrives." 
(in Faith in Fakes, p 142) 

23 Umberto Eco writes:" ... the addressee of the messages of the mass media receives only 
a global Ideological lesson, the cali to narcotic passiveness. When the mass media triumphs, the 
human being dies" (in Faith in Fakes, p. 137) 

24. Douglas Crimp, in a lecture given at the Montreal Museum of Fine Art in January of 
1988, proposed that museums stop being opened and that existing ones become relies of the 
nineteenth century 

25 Hans Haacke writes about the preponderent social role of the museum: " ... as soon as 
work enjoys larger exposure it inevitably participates in public discourse, advances particular 
systems of bellef, and has reverberations in the social arena." (in "Museums Managers of Conscious
ness, H Parachute 46, p 86) 

26. For a discussion of the idea of active participation in the museum see Jorge Gluesberg, 
Cool Museums and Hot Museums: Towards a Museological Criticism Gluesberg writes that, "Any 
attempt to involve the public in creative action represents a move to encourage growth in artlstic 
awareness .. The ideal would be to establish centres where an analysis is made of the underlying 
reasons for presenting or making an object in a certain way, a kind of laboratory providing an 
opportunity for participation (p 17) 

Gluesberg also defines participation as an active consumption of art which is "linked 
ta the undorstanding and development of the critical abilities of the reclpient." Not that he should 
elaborate the artistic procluct "but he should be able to advance his personal criteria and to this 
extent, Integrate with the work or contribute his views on it.H (p.19) 



CHAPTER 2: THE MUSEUM AS PUBLIC PLACE 

THE SOCIAL CONTEXT 

As saon as work enjoys larger exposure it inevitably participates in pUblic discourse, 
advances particular systems of belief, and has reverberations in the social arena. 

H. Haacke * 

Along with the political democratization accomplished by the French Revolution -which 

gave the impetus to the creation of the Europe des Nations - came the cultural democratlzatlon, 

starting with the opening of the Louvre and ils art collection to the public The Modern Museum was 

bound to become the link between society - laymen as weil as art historians - and art and artists, 

history and tradition. In arder to clarify both the museum's social raie at the end of this cent ury, as 

weil as the possibilities it offers the visitors in terms of their encounter with the work of art, the 

relationship between art and society and holA' :t has evolved must be investlgated 

Art and Society: 

The notion of art for art's sake can onlyarise in an age when the purpose of art is no 
longer known, wh en its relation ta lite has ceased from belng recognized. _. 

AM L.u:k:Md 

ln a worfd where art is increasingly seen by the layman as a technlcal, and formai thing 

bearing no higher meaning than its Immediate physical quality of representation, the traditional 

relationship between art and society must be seriously evaluated Artists create their work, 

translating their perception of the environment (nature), as weil as their view of the man-made world 

(the field of action), acting on the matter (the artist's medium). Michel Seuphor writes in hls book 

on Mondrian, 

• Haacke, H. "Museums managers of consciousness," in Parachute #45, p. 86 . 

•• Ludovici, A.M., Nietzsche and Art, p. 117. 
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On peut conclure une fols de plus que tout artiste subit - consciemment ou non • 
l'influence du milieu dans lequel M vit. Une triple et Ineluctable participation ~ l'oeuvre 
est fournie par l'entourage Immediat (ce que l'artiste voit), par la const~utlon viscéral~ 
de l'Individu (ce que l'artiste sent), enfin par la culture de l'esprit (ce que l'artiste veut). 

This ·world vlew" stands metaphorically for the artists themselves and, ln many cases, 

for the whole society. Whether it expresses the hopes, expectations and bellefs of society or takes 

a erltlcal stance, the work of art speaks of man. It seems then, that art is deeply rooted in everyday 

Ilfe. Art Is not IImlted to an aesthetlc or decoratlve functlon but rather tends, through these quall· 

tles, towards a nobler role, I.e. an Inqulry Into man's position ln the unlverse. ** 

Any person related ln one way or another to the art world could not help but 

denounce the place accorded to art by our society. Palntlngs by Van Gogh reach Incredibly hlgh 

sale values ln auctlons; superstar artlsts such as Picasso and Dall, by selling thelr works at 

astronomlcal priees, are often aecused of practlslng a form of elitlsm.1 With multlnatlonals 

partlclpatlng, art becomes a victlm of speculation, and Is threatened by the prospect of belng 

reduced to a simple cultural commodity, Its value a functton of the priee, measured agalnst a 

scarclty Index.2 Living artlsts contrlbute by turnlng art Into a luxury Item. Once deceased they 

become a myth symbollzed by thelr work: a tressure ln a worfd devold of mystery and sick of 

appropriation. Art and the artlst are caught up ln the meshes. 

Palnters and sculptors had always been commlssloned for thelr work, belng 

remunerated ln one way or another. Patrons of the art were thelr IInk to a society of which they 

artlstlcally expressed a world vlew that, needless to say, they shared. It has been only for the last 

two hundred years that the artist's creation are of his own Inspiration, sold to the art dealers or to 

the museum whose commlsslon's main characterlstlc Is a total freedom of creatlon.3 The main 

Implication of thls sltuat~on Is found ln the process of artlstlc creation Itself. Disconnected from 

society, the artlst, through hls work, expresses a very personal worfd vlew. Art has become 

experlential and Indlvldual. 

* M. Seuphor, Mondrian, ch. IX, p. 141. 

** See A. Perez-Gomez, • Abstraction ln Modern Architecture: Some Reflectlons ln Parallel 
to Gnostlclsm and Hermeneutlcs,· ln The Carleton Book, p. 183. 
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The fact is that the artist has no place in the social structure of our industrialized 

society. Modern society, too busy managing its industry and overwhelmed by its posltivist 

philosophy, rejects any higher raie for art than that of giving mere aesthetic enjoyment According 

ta this perspective, it seems that art cannot fulfil its role in modern society This break in tradition 

is mostly a result of society's changing perception of art and the artist, rather than of any radical 

change in the philosophy of artistic creation 

Art, however, is not dead Ironically, positivism and materiallsm, t"e source of art's 

isolation, reintroduce it into our everyday life, as yet another consumer product, or as a game of 

political manipulations.
4 

Or, perhaps in reaction to positivism's domination (and its metaphysical 

dead ending), man has finally realized the limits of the sclentific systems and their inability to solve 

the mystery of life? Yet our perception of art has been altered as the implementation of the notion 

of "aesthetic differentiation" bears witness Judging by the current success of the artist and art in 

society, and by the popularity of museums around the world, many would say that these critlcisms 

are not well-founded. The fact is that art is not taken as seriously as it used to be Art is assessed 

on the basis of its "look" (style), as removed from its content, and the artist is valued for his 

eccentricity, the superfluousness of his task, rather than for the ideas for which he stands 5 

Gadamer, however, sees in the artist the potential for a "secular saviour Il 

But at the same time the artist . bears the burden of a vocation which makes him an 
ambiguous figure. For a social culture that has fallen away from its religious traditions 
expects more from art than is in accordance with aesthetlc consciousness which takes 
the 'stand point of art' The romantic support for a new mythology glves the artlst and 
his task in the world the consciousness of a new consecration The experimental 
search for new symbols or a new myth which will unite everyone may certalnly create 
a public and create a community, but since every artist finds his own community, the 
particularity 9f this community-creating merely testifies to the disintegration that is 
taking place. 

At first glance, through the provision of bursaries, exhibitions, and catalogues, the 

museum seems ta be an essential source of support for the contemporary artist. Unfortunately, it 

does not contribute ta his reintegration as an active elemênt at the heart ot society, as an artist in 

the traditional sense of the ward. More than ever before, the artist is a marginal person whose 

• H.G. Gadamer, in Truth and Method, p. 79. 
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intentions and true message are hidden, Imprisoned in the work whlch becomes a purely "aesthetlc 

object." By conceallng the Intention of the artlst, the museum has eontributed to the malaise in the 

apprehension of art, between the "recognizable" and the "abstract."6 It has also contributed to the 

false understanding of art as an orna ment, a decoratian in the mast superficial sense of the ward, 

as a trompe-l'oeil that beautifies our efficlency-obsessed world. 

Museums and Society: the Change 

Theterm "cultural democratl-

zatlon" whlch reters to the period follow-

Ing the French Revolution - and heralded 

the beglnnlngs c' the modern museum -

is to be understood as a declaratlon of 

intent rather than as an aetual rule. The 

enlightened bourgeois/e's prejudice con

cerning the uneducated masses had to be 

overcome before the current situation of 

the museum - in terms of its openness to 

the public - cou Id be achieved. The Ideals 

of democracy, in thls case, of equal edu

cational opportunities for everybody, were 

not realized overnight 7 Although as early 

as 1750 exhibitions of art from the royal 

collections were held in the Palais du Lux

embourg, they were only opened to the 

Fig.S· "The Attist ln his Museum" 1S22, self-portrait by 
Chartes W. Peale ('rom E P. Alexander, Museum MastersJ 

pUblic for a few hours a week. Actual/y, the Institution that really Hserved" the public was created 

after the Napoleonic wars whose acquired treasures turned the Louvre Into the richest museum of 

the world After the tlrst decade of the nlneteenth century, and following the French example, ail the 
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European nations became museumconscious, exhibiting their wealth (and the greatness of their 

• regimes) to the citizens. One gets the impression that these institutions were not as much 

democratic instruments as they were monuments to the glory of their sponsors the states. In fact. 

some of the comments of that period suggest that the citizens were often meant to be excluded 

ln 1816 Johann Martin Wagner was asked for his opinion about the atmosphere of a new museum 

to be built in Germany. Arguing for an austere architecture stripped of any ornament, he wrote, 

It is not for the ordinary rift-raft, however, accustomed to showing moc~ appreclatlon 
for the flooring or the walls of shiny marble, that museums are made 

\'he vulgar and uneducated masses were seen as being disrespectful and in sharp 

contrast to that which should inspire "reverence and devotion " This haughty attitude was to slow 

down the museum's efforts to "educate the people," that is, lOto elevare mankind, to teach it to think, 

**. to set it free." Besides the problem of accessibility - which was resolved around the end of the 

nineteenth century - the museum had to address its image of sacredness, which was paralysing the 

institution and depriving it of great social accomplishments. Hudson claims that, 

At the early nineteenth century Folkwang Museum at Hagen, the curator, Osthaus, saw 
the main purpose of a collection of works of art to be the awakening of reverence and 
devotion. Museums were temples and their directors priests, to be addresseH.As such 
ln an age when the appea! of religion had faded, art had to take its place 

At the beginning, the belief in the museum's sacred nature helped protect its treasures from the 

wrath of the French revolutionaries.8 The attitude of deference however, prevailed until quite 

recently, and was often reflected in the architecture of the institutions that were built like shnnes 

reminiscent of pagan temples. The museum, as late as 1945, was still regarded as filling a spiritual 

void left in the life of the community by the loss of religious beliefs. ***** Accordingly Douglas Da-

vis wrote, 

• See N. Burt, Palaces for the People, pp. 23-25. 

Quoted by F. Werner, "On the Typology of the Museums in the Elghtles," Lotus 
International 55, p. 38. ... 

Ibid., pp. 38,39 

*.*. Hudson, K., A Social History of Museums, p. 52 

***** Taylor, F.H., Babel's Tower: the Dilemma of the Moclern Museum, p. 38. 
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ln the late 20th century, the museum itself has a public meaning .... it is a symbol of 
aspiration. Complaints about the OeaJh of Goci aside, the museum now s~ands for ail 
that the cathedral used to represent. 

Such a role for art can only be praised if it is seen as a mean by which knowledge can be attained; 

however it is highly doubtful that culture (even high culture) will ever be able to replace religion or 

that people really wish it does so. 

It might be argued that religion's educational and social roles expressed through 

religious rituals and events in which the whole community used to participate could be replaced by 

the museum However, the differences in their philosophies, origins, and goals are such that we can 

only have serious doubts about the validity of the comparision. Western religious philosophies are 

based on faith in one single truth, whereas museum displays are a recognition that different world 

views can exist simultaneously. Whereas religion is rather impervious to any question related to 

faith, the museum's main action is that it brings together and even opposes the different world 

views. 

Mainly because it was surrounded by an aura of sanctity, the museum's ability to 

accompllsh its mission of education was thwarted. By giving the artistic product such sacred 

connotations, the original intentions of the museum were undermined Instead of teaching people 

to think and judge for themselves, the museum implicitly encouraged them to admire works of art 

even though their meanings were inaccessible. Furthermore, it denied to the museum-goer the 

possibility of making his own judgment, by erecting itself as the grand priest of art and taste. 

Admiration, as Bernhard suggests, can be detrimental to the collective mind. 

* 

** 

1 have never seen anyone enter a church or a museum in a totally normal fashion ( ... ) 
for these people travel for the sole purpose of admiring. Admiration makes them blind 
.... People finet respect and esteem too difficult, this is why they admire, it takes less 
effort ... The state of admir~Von is a state of mental weakness. They enter museums 
of art in thls state as weil... 

Davis, "The Museum Impossible", Museum News June 83, p. 34. 

Bernhard, "Alte Meiste"" Frankfurt 1988 p. 122, quoted by Werner, F., "On the Typology 
of Museums ln the Eighties: ~he Experience of the German Federal Republlc," Lotus International 55, 
p.37. 
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It is only sin ce the mid-seventies that the museum has become a less rigid 

envlronment, encouraging us to question the values of our clvillzation by Investlgatlng our artlstlc 

past and present. It Is only now that we can hope to see the beginnlngs of a new era for the 

museum. With an approach based on participation of the public, museums can become "social 

events," offering a significant exp'9rience to a society that might be able to recover and rediscover 

a common awareness of the meaning of art.9 
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ENDNOTES 

1. A rumor clrculated saying that, at a peace conference, Picasso was once approached 
by an admirer who sald that he would pay a considerable amount for one of Plcasso's works. 
Dlsappearlng for a few rrlnutes, PicaSSO reappeared wlth a small sketch that he handed to the man 
saylng that he owed hlm thlrty thousand dollars. Shocked, the man complalned statlng that it was 
a lot of money for the few minutes It took Picasso to draw. Picasso answered that the man was not 
paylng hlm for those few minutes but for the thlrty years of reflection and work that were necessary 
for hlm to be able to produce thls sketch! 

2. See H. Haacke, "Museums Managers of consclousness," ln Parachute 46. 

3. Gadamer wrote that, 'hus through 'aesthetle differentiation' the work loses its place 
and the world to whleh it belongs Insofar as It belongs to aesthetic conselousness. ( ... )The free artlst 
creates without a commission. He seems marked out by the complete Independence of hls ereativlty 
and th us acqulres the charaeterlstic social featuras of an outsider, whose style of Ilfe cannot be 
measured by the yardstlek of general moraIlty: (In Truth and Method, pp.78-79) 

4. See Hans Haacke, op. cit. 

5. Accordlng to Marshal McLuhan [he Medium Is the MaSsage) our culture has turned 
from a productlon-dlrected one to an Inforrnatlon-dlrected one ln whlch the medium of the artlst 
becomes the subject of Interest: ,he message." 

6. A certain form of abstraction has always been praetlsed by the artlst slnce hls work Is 
a re-presentation of a reallty offered to hlm. This r&-presentatlon Is, ln fact, a much more Important 
quallty of art than its lso/ated aesthetle attrlbutes because Il shows the Interest of the artist. The 
Intention of the artlst Is thus the key to our understandlng of the work. See Gadamer, Truth and 
Method, p. 103. 

7. In 1773, Sir Ashton Lever opened a museum. A notice Inserted ln the newspapers read 
as follows: '"This Is to Inform the public that belng tlr~ out wlth the Insolence cA the common 
People, who 1 have hltherto Indulged wlth a slght of my museum (at Alkrlngton), 1 am now come to 
the resolutlon of refuslng admittance to the lower cIass except they come provided wlth a ticket from 
sorne Gentleman or Lady of my acqualntance". (Quoted by OUlon Rlpley, The Sacred Grove: Essays 
on Museums, Washington. D.C.: Smlthsonian Institution Press. 1969. reprlnted 1982; p.32) 

8. Accordlng to Bann, Alexandre Lenolre, founder cA the Musee des Petits-Augustins, "was 
not sc mueh collectlng as salvaglng what could be salvaged from the dilapidation and threatened 
destruction of French national monuments ... [the salvaged abjects) were essentlally fragments. often 
mutllated fragments. whlch lestified eloquendy to the puttlng ln question of French hlstory and 
Institutions durlng the revolutlonary epoch." (Bann, S., "Hlstorlcal Text and Hlstorlr.al ObJect: Poetlcs 
of the Mu~ de Cluny." Lotus InternatlQnal 35, p. 39. 

9. Jorge Gluesberg deals wlth the Idea of participation. He wrltes: "A communication 
approach Is th us seen to be necessary to tackle the problems of museology ln relation to ils 
functlon as a medlator between the producers and consumers. ( ... ) The klnd of participation to 
whlch we refer Is participation through active cQnsumptlon. The concept of the active consumptlon 
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of art Is linked ta the uncterstandlng and development of the critical abilities of the reclpient, wlth 
respect to the object whlch he consumes trom the artistlc point of vlew. This does not mean that 
he has to 'elaborate' the artlstle product, but he should be able to advance his personal criteria and. 
to thls extent, integrate with the work or eontrlbute his views on it. (in Cool Myseums and Hot 
Museums: Towards a Museologieal Criticism p. 13, 19) 
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CHAPTER 3: THE MUSEUM AND THE CI1Y 

THE URBAN CONTEXT 

About the Ci1y 

With ail its splendour, its complexity, !ts intricate layers, and its misery, the city is the 

product of man par excellence. Not only is it a man-made environ ment, but it is man's most typical 

achievement, the symbol of bath his fight against the austerity of nature and his tendency towards 

gathering. Man lives in a "Iove-hate" relatlonship with the modern city. On the one hand he often 

rejects the city as the epitome of the negative aspects of modern life; on the other, he cannat live 

isolated tram his teilow men. Nature, which was once seen as a threatening world trom whlch cities 

were meant ta protect us, is now consideree! as the means of escape from our bustling, 

overcrowded, and non-sanitizee! metropolises. 1 However, even in these very critical times where the 

city has been transformed into a giant cluster of speclalized sub-urban spa ces, many artists and 

architects have recognized through their work the symbolic dimension of the city, its poetic 

meaning 2 
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Fig 9 'Sllhouette violente comme un graphique de fièvre Fig 10' 'Broadway Boogie-Woogie,' Mondrian 1942-43, 
ail pied du lit d'un malade.' (from Le Corbusier, Quand les (from M. Seuphor, Mondrian) 
Cathédra'es étalent Blanches, about New York) 
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Cities and Museums: CHies as Cultural Centres 

Cities are product of time. They are the molds in which men's lifetimes have cooled and 
congealed, giving lasting shape, by way of art, to moments that would otherwlse vanish 
with the living and leave no means of renewal or wider participation behind them 
.. Layer upon layer, past times preserve themselves in the city untillife Itself is finally 

threatened with suffocation. then in sheer defense, modern man invents the museum, 
lsMs MLJTiœ:l 

It might be said that the city and the museum, in their process of emergence as weil 

as in their raison d'être, have nothing in common. The city, as Lewis Mumford writes, is "a product 

of time," of patiently superimposed layers of constructions added on by men who are intent on 

building their own wortd - often unaware of the process of historical continuum in which they are 

involved. The other is an institution, an instrument, a device invented by man "to collect and 

** categorize time." 

Literally, the city and the museum have the relationship of a whole to one of its parts 

Museurr,s, like other public institutions, are an essential element in the life of the city, and therefore 

in that of society. If any culture is to be found in a given society, it is more likely to be completely 

represented in the city which boasts the largest population Given the educational task the museum 

has to fulfill, one can only agree with the principle established by Sir Hans Sioan in 1759 when he 

founded what was to become the British Museum He said that his collections "may remain together 

and that chiefly in and about the city of London, where they may. by the great confluence of 

*** people, be of most use." 

Franco Relia discusses the symbolic relationship between the city and the museum by 

drawing a para Il el between the surrealist vision of the modern metropolis and the fragmented Vision 

of history and art offered by the museum. 

* The Lewis Mumford Reader, edited by Donald L. Miller 1986 

.* See F. Relia, ''The Vertigo of the Melange," ln Lotus International 35, p. 57 

••• Quoted by Phyllis Lambert, "La Chaine Ecologique des MUSées," ~, fall86, p. 9. 
For more discussion on the urban role of the museum see the article by Sergio Croni "II Museo 
come Sezione della Storia Urbana." in Urbanistica 
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Besides, the great city, the metropolls, Is already ln Itself the supreme venue of 
collectlng, the museum .... Surreallst practlce, ( ... )was qulte slmply the dlscovery of the 
city as museum .... The same gaze must embrace 'harmonies and styles of painting that 
are quite Incomparable' and hence 'In thls home of Incoherency,' built by a society 
whlch is 'nelther voluptuous nor reasonable,' we only dlscover 'the accumulation of an 
excessive and therefore unutilizable capital.' ... For this reason, the museum compels 
a superficial g~e, the same gaze that we are compelled to adopt in metropolitan 
space and tlme. 

ln hls essay, Relia poslts the museum as both child of and metaphor for an era of 

fragmentation, Its obJects embodylng tlme whlle reveallng man's struggle agalnst It. The museum 

can be consldered as the expression of urban reallty ln the hlstorlcally consclous society - a reallty 

of anachronlstic col/age. Thus, It Is essential to note the parallel and reclprocal relatlonshlp between 

man's urban envlronment and hls creations. 

Now It has become obvlous that the museum as weil as the city are the outcome of 

an Identlcal conception of society and Its obJects. For symbollc reasons as weil as pragmatlc ones, 

the museum Is the city as much as the city 15 a museum, and thls Is clearly expressed ln the 

morphological influence they have on each other. 

Urban Role 

The museum Is a public buDdlng. Its slgnlflcance ln the public realm, due to the nature 
of the dis play of art, is that It returns public space to the city, enclosed public place, 
space that aerates the density of the urban mass. 

K Tà1** 

Some city admlnlstrators have already understood that museums have an important 

role to play in the recuperation of our urban environment. Indicative of this phenomenon are the 

proJects undertaken ln many European citles such as Paris. President Francois Mitterrand, speaklng 

bafore a Professlonal Association ln 1982, sald, "Nous n'avons rien fait si nous n'avons pas créé 

dans les dix annéeS Ji venir les bases de la civilisation urbalne . .3 And those foundatlons are 

manlfested in the form of buildings housing cultural facilltles, among which museums have the lIon's 

• Rella,op.clt . 

•• K. Train, ln Perspecta 16,' p. 143. 

l 
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share. But one might wonder why our cities have to be reconstructed as if something had destroyed 

the urban environment.4 After the second world war, European and American cities were dlastically 

reorganized, a phenomenon that occured throughout the third quarter of this century. As a result 

of this approach ail building forms, incl uding the museum, have suffered from an anti-urbanity 

Peter Davey, in a recent article, criticized this situation, 

leisure is increasingly taken in centres set apart for the purpose ( .. ) The one
dimensional quality of the experiences has a profound effect on the buildings and 
structures that cater for them: they are almost by definition anti-urban late twentieth 
century leisure bUildJngs are in general, profoundiy aHen to the complex and varied 
nature of real cities 

The modern vision of city Iife currently seems much less appealing to its citizens 

People have come to recognize the quality of traditional cities where actlvilles are integrated, as 

opposed to those which are compartmentalized in distinct, reserved districts People are starting to 

realize the benefits of the variety and complexity of the traditional urban fabric where street ani-

mation provides an enriching experience. These transformations in the urban scene can be traced 

back to the loss of the social ritual, reflected in the city form Man has lost the sense of 

** participation. 

These concerns are also echoed by Kirk Train ln his analysis of the museum's 

architecture.5 While acknowledging that the modern museum has become devoid of public 

character, turning its back on the city, he states that recently, with the "dechne of doctrinaire 

modernism," architects have been reconsidering the relationship between the museum and its 

urban environment 

* 

** 

F/g Il,12 Frankfurt-am-Mam, "Dom-Romerberg Bere/ch: 
before and after the destrucflon of 1944 

Peter Davey, "Leisure and the City," Progressive Architecture 1099, (Sept. 88): p 39. 

See Pérez-G6mez, ''The City as a Paradigm of Symbolic Order," The Carleton Book 
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Fig. 13: Reconstruction ofthe neighbourhood,the "Schlm' 
cultural centre and gallery. Bangett, Jansen, Scholz and 
Schultes Archttects 

Fig. 15: facades of the projecting part of tha musaum and 
the housas along ifs sidas. Housas designed by ten 
dtfferent architects (from F. Stella, 'A Gallery Between the 
Cathedral and Town Hall) 
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Fig. 14: the two rows of housing along the side of the museum 
(from F. Stella, "A Gallery between the Cathedral and Town Hall) 

1 ---

FIg 16' Plan of the proJect and Ifs intncate relationship ta ifs surroundmg 
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ENDNOTES 

1. See A. Pérez-G6mez, "The City as a Paradigm of Symbolic Order,· ln The Carleton 
~. 

2. Seuphor wrltes about Mondrlan's experlence ln the city of New York: ·l'ile 
extraordinaire, hériSSée de ses tours comme une gigantesque projection de San Gemlnlano, a dû 
lui paraUre comme la pr(\ue même du navire de la clvUlsatlon . .. .'1 feel here Is the place to be.' ... On 
peut voir dans ce Victory une synthèse de New York telle que la ville a dû para!tre chaque Jour 
au peintre dont le dernier logement était plaCé au centre de ce prodigieux tourbillon carré." (In 
Seuphor, M. Mondrian, pp. 137,192,196) 

Also see le Corbusier, "Ouand les Cattwdrales Etalent Blanches,· whlch contalns a 
very poetic description of New York city. 

3. Ouoted by Yves Dauge, President of the Intermlnlsterlal Coordlnating Commission for 
the Major Architectural and Urban Planning ProJects, ln Architectures Capitales: Paris 1979-1989. 
p.11. 

ln the preface for the catalogue of the exhibition, Mitterrand wrltes, ·Le Paris des 
grands projets annonce celui de l'an 2000. ...Bousculée, parfois briSée par les évolutions 
Industrielles, les crises 6Conomlques, par la démographie, l'Immigration, la ville doit retrouver son 
unit' et le centre communiquer avec la pérlphcule, avec ses quartiers marginaux... La Cité des 
sciences, le parc de la VUlette et la Cité de la musique feront dispara !tre les frontières entre le 
centre et la Seine-Saint-Denis." (Ibid.) 

4. Cultural centres are belng bullt in the Federal Aepubllc of Germany as part of a large 
scheme almlng at restructurlng some areas ln oId cltles whlch were totally or partlally destroyed by 
the war and have slnce been left empty IIke scares. The most interesting project ln terms of Ils 
Integration ln the urban fabrlc Is the cultural centre in Frankfurt am Main whlch al50 Integrates 
housing projects. See Lotus International 55, pp. 55-67. 

5. K. Train wrltes, "The modern museum has neglectecl Its responslbllity to the city and 
become Introverted and devold of public character. More recently, wlth the decllne of doctrinaire 
modemism, museums have exhiblted a reexamlnatlon of historical precedents both urban and 
spatial. (In Perspecta 16, p. 143) 
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CHAPTER 4 

THE MUSEUM AND Ils IMAGERY 

Intoduction 

This chapter will address the architectural imagery of the art museum in the city. The 

museum being considered a public place, the following discussion will underline the relationship of 

the museum to its built environ ment, as weil as the way in which its architectural imagery reflects 

societal attitudes towards art. The argument will focus on the appropriateness and the Importance 

of the theme of monumentality to the museum's architectural imagery, as weil as on the historical 

evolution of the monumental style with regard to this building type. 

The symbolic significance of architecture, transcending its functionality, is conveyed 

to us through its imagery; in the domain of metaphorical representation Interpreted by the human 

mind, the imagery links the visible to the symbolized, the signifier to the signified, allowing us to 

grasp the world and dwell in it. Considering metaphors as a direct expression of the ablhty and 

willingness of man to depict the ideal in the given, monuments are metaphors erected in celebration 

of historical events. Therefore people have considered museums to be monuments ever since their 

creation as public institutions in the early nineteenth century Such a conception is often assumed 

from the beginning of the design process. 

Role and Meaning of the Monument 

ln the traditional city, monuments highlighted and punctuated the processional and 

ritualistic dimension of the public realm. 1 They were meaningful because they triggered in each 

member of the community a sense of collective memory characterized by a profound belief in a 
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common world view. In addition to being civic reminders of certain values, they played an active 

role in the life of the community as arenas of social participation. The monuments acted as places 

and symbols with which one could identify, as weil as orientation signs within the city. This latter role 

is probably the only common thread remaining between the traditional and the modern monuments. 

Today it seems the modern monument relies solely on its visual aspect and effect, a phenomenon 

due to the increasing importance of the image in our culture. But let us examine the meaning of a 

monument. Alois Riegl defined it in these terms. 

A monument in its oldest and most original sense is a human creation, erected for the 
specific purpose of keeping single huma*n deeds or events (or a combination thereoij 
alive in the minds of future generations. 

Thus we could say that the museum is often based on the possession of monuments which belong 

to one of the three categories defined by Riegl: intentional, unintentional, or having an age-value.2 

However, it seems that the monuments, in the etymological sense - i.e as devices of memory - play 

todaya role on an individuallevel only The significance of monuments has changed radically, and 

those of the past are valued precisely for their pastness rather than for the ideals they used to 

commemorate through depiction of specifie events and people.3 The Gothic Cathedral for instance, 

is no longer considered as the "City of God on Earth" but as a masterpiece of medieval architecture, 

a wonder of early engineering prowess We realize that in this contemporary epoch of Incoherence 

** or, to use a term of Norberg-Schultz, of "pluralism" of views, monuments seldom speak to and 

touch everybody.4 W.H. Gass has demonstrated this by showing that different people have different 

Interpretations of a given monument.s ihere has been a decided shift away from the traditional 

metaphysical concerns of man towards a belief in positive determinism, i.e. a belief ln science, 

technology and the power of man to change and control nature 6 T oday there exists a sharp 

delineation between the public and the private realms. Such a situation originated probably in the 

political practice of democracy, the right to be different and the freedom of bellef having become 

* Riegl, "The Modern Cult 01 Monuments: Its Character and its Origin," Oppositions 25, 
translated by W.K Forster and D. Ghirardo, p. 21. 

** Norberg-Schultz, ·Significance and Architecture,M La Signification de l'Architecture 
Occidentale, p. 425 
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sacred. The most important change of the modern era may weil be the shift from a colloctivist 

society ta an individualist one. The museum reflects such changes thus being an instument of 

* democratlc thlnking, an "exhibition of thoughts" where each one can flnd a work of art ta relate to 

Even though the tirst museums were meant to epitomlze taste through the exhibition of works fram 

a selected period, it has increasingly attempted to show the disparity of the concerns refJected in 

theworks. 7 

The monument Is of primary Importance in the architectural discourse, for It mlght be 

the last architectural type to be defined by its symbolic dimension. The Interpretation of other 

building types having Indeed taken a materialist stance focusing on their function, any possibihty of 

a symbolic or transcendental significance Is ruled out as incompatible with sClentlfic and rationalist 

paradlgms However where the symbolic slgnificance of a building is its raison d'être, as ln the 

case of the monument, it is unwarranted to give pre-emmence to its structural or functlo,al 

determinants Thus, in our age, the monument (in its etymologlcal sense as defined by Riegl) is 

perceived by most people as the only type of building which seems to escape the prevailing 

positivist trends; its architectural imagery has a metaphorical content that transcends its self-refer-

entiality. In order to understand the debate about the notion of monumentality as it pertains ta the 

museum, we have to fully grasp the evolutlon of its architectural imagery Thus, the purpose of the 

following section aims at showing that the historical reasons for creating monumental museums may 

no longer exist. 

FIg. 17: Boullée's monument ta Newton, 1785. 'ô Newton, 
SI par l'étendue de tes lumIères et la sublimité de ton 
génie, tu as détermmé la figure de la terre· mOI, j'ai conçu 
le projet de t'envelopper de ta découverte C'étolt dans 
le séjour de /'immortalité, c'étolt dans le CIel que le 
voulais placer Newton' (from H Rosenau, Boullée's 
Treatise on ArchItecture) 

* Relia, "The Vertigo of the mélange: Man's Fight Against Time," Lotus International 35. 
p.57 

1 
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Historicat Precedents 

To look at the architectural origins of the museum, we have to go back to the 

Renaissance Palazzo. Typical of that period, the casties of European arlstocracy were bu lit wlth 

gallerles or loggias that were meant to be hallways or passegii. These were soon to be used, 

* around the end of the sixteenth century, to display marble antiquities. By the end of the 

seventeenth century, rooms exclusively reserved for wall-to-wall dlsplay of paintings were a standard 

feature of palace planning. As the arlstocrats of the elghteenth century bagan to realize that their 

collections should be accessible to their subjects as weil. museums were established as separate 

buildings, that were open to the public. B Cou nt Aigarott/'s wrltten account for a museum in Dresden, 

Germany (1759) Is the first description of the layout of an independent museum. Relylng on thls 

description, Pevsner states in the Historv of Building Types, that sorne features of this museum, 

such as skylighting, domed hall, and portico. referred directly to architectural elaments typical of 

•• palaces Not surprisingly, architects were to get inspiration from precedents that had been 

establlshed by private residences - regardless of how accessible they were to the public. 

However, towards the end of 

the eighteenth century, museum imagery 

had started shifting from an urban, rather 

closed, Italian Renaissônce Palazzo form to 

a monumental one that was to dominate 

throughout the nineteenth century ln the 

1770s the "Fridericlanum," built ln Kassel, 

Fig. lB' Museum Fridericlanum, 176~77 ('rom Pevsner, 
A Historv of Building Tvpes) 

Germany, was designed by Simon Louis de Ry. It reflected the trar,sitional situation of museum 

imagery and the style en vogue at that time with /ts "giant pilasters [that) look back to the Baroque, 

.** the portlco forward to Neo-Classiclsm." Pevsner states that those cho/ces were a reflection of the 

• 

*" 

•• * 

Pevsner, A HistQry of Building Types, p. 111 & seq. 

Pevsner, A Historv of Building Types, p. 114 . 

Ibid, p. 115. 
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• preferences in art collecting rather than a nostalgie monumentahsm The Museo Pio-ClementIl1O, 

built between 1773 and 1780 by M Simonetti and G Camporesi, with its Neo-Classical style, ils 

Rotunda, and /ts monumental imagery was to establish a model for the nineteenth century 

At the same time, and in a 

parallel development, the results of the 

Académie's competitions of 1753 and 

1754 concernlng palace gallerles, were 

published The winning entries were 

indicative of the transitional penod durlng 

whlch an essentlally Baroque deSign 

borrowed elements from the classical 

*'O 

style of the Pantheon ln 1778, the first 

prizes of a competition by the Académie 

d'Architecture for ar) II1dependent 

museum, won by Guy de Gisors and J.F 

Delannoy, heralded the arrivai of the layout 

Fig 19 Museo P,o-Clementmo, Rome 1773-80 (trom PevsnRI, 
A History ot BUlldmg Type) 

u. 
and monumental imagery of nineteenth century museums Their entnes demoflstrnted the 

influence of thelr te8cher Etienne-Louis Boullée. 

Boullée's theoretical project for a museum, published in 1783. had in terms of Irnagery 

a tremendous Influence on the mom pragmatlc nJneteenth century deSigns that were actually bUllt 

He may be considered as the originator of the monumental imagery thal was to beGorne so 

popular For Boullee. however. the primary inspiration of art and architecture was nature and, a& 

Pérouse de Montclos notes. he saw his Museum as a temple dedicated ta "Nature and GenllJs ,,"U 

* Ibid. 

** Pevsner, A History of Building Type. pp 115. 116 

*** Pevsner, pp.115, 116. 

Pérouse de Montclos. J M Etienne-Louis Boullee (1728-1799\' de l'Architecture 
Classigue à l'Architecture Revolutionnaire. p 164 
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Boullée's architectural imagery was an "imitation of nature in the original Greek sense of mimesis, 

* that is a metaphore of the a priori of the worfd," and the rT,useum Itself was onlya pretext for a 

monument Pérou::.c rie Montclos writes, 

La Révolution créera les conditions spIrituelles pour un traitement monumental des 
édifices publics. . La notion de 'monument' se chargeait d'une pensée nouvelle 
... L'e~sentlel .Qu programme [du Museum] ne serait donc pas la destination 
fonctionnelle 

Fig 20 EL Boullée, design for a Museum, 1783 
('rom H Rosenau, Boullée's Treatlse on Architecture) 

Boullée's "megalomanlac" project, by its scale and the feeling it provoked in the viewer, impliecf 

monumentality However, his concern was ta give physical shape to infrnlty rather than express his 

admiration of the historlcal happening of the French Revolution, as the preceeding quotation may 

imply Sy expressing infinity his aim was to build a temple to eternity in whlch the content, art, as 

weil as the contarner, architecture, pald trrbute to mother nature 9 

Often described as Soullée's most influencial disciple, Durand, with intentions quite 

different from that of hls teacher. designed the Ideal museum whlch he published in 1801, together 

wlth other projects, in the Recueil et Parallèle des Edifices de Tout Genre. Anciens et Modernes 

Durand claimed in the Precis des Leçons d'Architecture (1802) to solve ail the practical problems 

of economic construction and comfort that, he argued, should be the exclusive concern of the 

architect 70 ln accordance with such a pragmatic approach. the monumentalrty of the bUilding can 

no longer be consldered pertinent Boullée's formai e/ements were present to serve an alltogether 

Pérez-G6mez, Architecture and the Crisis of Modern Science, p 138 

** Pérouse de Montcles, op.cft., pp. 126, 164. 
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different purpose. While Boullée's Museum was really a pantheon - I.e. a monument - with ail the 

dramatic and grandiose effects of light and scale, Durand's project referred to the Roman Pantheon 

as mereiy a formai inspiration, without Its accompanying symbolic connotations. 

t 1 c:~ ~ 1 rf'O':. J" r 1 t1'""r'r 1 J, 1« , ttO'; 1 Os . éJs ' . 

Fig 21: J.N.L Durand, Project for a Museum, 1803 Précis des leçons d'Archit9cture 
(from H. Searing, New American AIt Museum) 

For Durand, the classicai orders belonged to a variety of forms dictated by customs and added to 

the buildings whose ·initial form was derived from the nature of the materials and from the use of 

* the objects in whose construction they were employed;" they were therefore devold of symbollc 

value. Pérez-Gômez states convincingly that, for Durand, Neo-Classical architecture had lost the 

power to reconcile taste and reason, and had become c10thing for the structure, a fashionable 

** decorat/on. Vet Durand's Ideas were to have such an innuence on the twentieth century that they 

are often considered the point of departure of any architectural thinking or creation. 11 However, 

nineteenth century museum architects, as we will see il in the following discussion, did not qulte 

slmply fall under the Innuence of Durand's Ideas on functlonalism. Instead they retalned the image 

of monumentality, trying to reduce Boullée's theoretical museum to a building that could actually 

be constructed. Monumentality was expressed by the austerity of the Neo-CIasslcal style that was 

considered as one of remembrance. Nineteenth century Neo-Oassiclsm was quintessentfally 

* Pérez-G6mez, op. cit., chap. 9 "Durand and Functlonalism,· p.301 

** Ibid. 
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* monumental, fueled by a "mythical history,· as the plea of Fischer von Erlach suggests Wlth this 

in mlnd, 1 will now look al the century that saw the emergence of the boom in museum building. 

The main historical milestones of the nineteenth century were the DulwlCh Gallery, 

dcsigned by John Soane in 1814, the Munich Glyptothek, whose competition was won by Leo von 

Klenze ln 1816, and the Altes Museum in Berlin by K F Schinkel, completed ln 1830 Whereas the 

Dulwich Gallery's architectural imagery hints at the first museums through its character of 

domestlclty and ItS housing of a pnvate collection, the two others, could be seen as demonstrating, 

as Helen Searing wntes, "the international persuasiveness of Durand's paradigms due, no doubt, to 

the scope thcy oHered for Individual interpretation and the tlexlblilty that could be achieved by -eornbining aspects of several schemes" Even then however, Durand's global project or goal was 

only partly achieved since the architects were inspired by the formai aspects and were not really 

Intercsted in Durand's concerns for economy, salubrity, and tunction. Unllke Durand, von Klenze 

deslgned a main facade for his bUlldlrg, and above a/l was concerned with giving it an encyclopedic 

array of architectonie elements derived trom Greek, Roman and Renaissance periods - The Greek 

portlCO conters ta the entrance a temple image, and because of the replacement of windows by 

niches, its seclusiveness and its appearance as an instructIVe abject were emphasized 

FIg 22 Str John Soane, Du/wlch Gallery, 181/-
14 (from Pevsner, A Hlstory of BUIlding Types) 

FIg 23 Leo von Kleme, Glyptothek, MUnich 1816-30 ('rom 
H Seartng, Now Amertcan Art Museum) 

See Pérez-Gomez, Op cil, P 313 . 

... 
Searing. New American Art Museums. p 17 

••• 
Ibid 
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The Altes Museum by Schinkel, it Is generally admitted, has had an Important Impact 

on museum design ln the western wortd up to the first decades of the twentieth cent ury. According 

to Helen Searing, this museum proposes a new approach to the building She writes that desplte 

Its monumental slze, Its classlcal language and Its austcre character - and unllke the precedlng 

example - the peristyle creates a transltional space, a butter zone between the mass of the building 

and the street, in the way the french architects of the revolution had conceived of it sorne thirty ta 

* fifty years before. Nevertheless, the stairs leading to the peristyle present the vlsltor with a theatrical 

monumentality whlch emphaslzes the pedestal effect, thereby tending to differentiate and therefore 

isolate the building from the empty piazza in front of it. It Is also slgnificant that Schinkel called the 

rotunda "the sanctuary," a word still fun of rellglous connotations ln nlneteenth century Europe 

Fig .24-25: K.F. Schinkel. AJtes Museum. 
1823-30; rlght: exterlor view; below: 
section through rotunda ('rom H. 

Searing. New American Art Museum) ~:=~~~~~~:;~= 

• 
Searlng, New American Art Myseum, pp. 18-20. 
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ln America, the architectural imagery of the museum f1uctuated between the theme of 

the {'.astle and that of the temple. It was the dissolution of the authority of classicism that unleashed 

this unparalleled eclecticism of style Sy the end of the nineteenth century, following the lead of the 

firm McKlm, Mead and White, and the Influence of the composltional method of the Ecole des 

Beaux-Arts - where an Increaslng number of American architects were being trained - the image of 

* the museum found the Ideal of !ts expression ln the classical mode. 

Fig 26: CF. McKJm, Walker An Gal/ery, 
Bowdo;n Col/ege, Mame 1891-93 ((rom 
H Sear/ng, New Amer/can An Museum) 

From the early modern period onward (the reeent past started just before the Great 

Depression) interests began to shift trom concern with style and monumentality as establlshed 

previously, ta establish the museum as the ideal piace to show, enjoy and study works of art. 

Pevsner's comments about the buildings of this period, especially those designed after the second 

world war, are instructive. 

ln fact no new principles have turned up, except that the ideal of the museum as a 
monument in its own right has been replaced by t~~ ideal of the museum as the 
perlect place ta show, enjoy and study works of art. 

The works of great pioneering architects - who layed down the principles of an architectural 

revoluUon - have been interpreted as responses ta purely functional and programatic problems 

rather than ta symbolic issues. Yet it is the symbolic dimension that gives true significance to their 

works. 

If one was, like Lupertz, ta advocate an architecture that is more concerned with 

function, refuting any symbollc signiflcance that would compete with the work of art, then one 

" See Searlng, op cit., pp. 29-35 . 

** Pevsner, op cit, p. 136 
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would have ta design "a room wlth four walls, IIght comlng ln from above a door ta enter and one 

ta exit."* However, consldering for Instance the proJect of Le Corbusier for the Mundaneum ln 

Geneva, there seems ta be more ta architecture than the funetlonal articulation of a circulation 

path. Francis H. Taylor draws a symbolic parallel between this very ambitious projeet and the Tower 

*-of Babel. The resemblance Is not a formai or vlsual one but one of Intentions, where the 

Mundaneum, like the anelent lower, was mesnt to Justlfy the presence of man on earth, through the 

"gatherlng of his achlevements," to assert the trlumph of good over evll, of ganlus over medlocrlty. 

Consistent with thls point of vlew, the proJect of Le Corbusier can be seen as reaehlng back to 

Boullée's concept of a monument, but wlth a major dlfference: now the central Idea of the creation 

was no longer Nature and Gad, but Man ln the greatness of hls aehlevements and hls evolutlon. The 

Image of Le Corbusler's "machine i exposer" reflectecl more than a simple eoncern for funetlon; 

It may be considered as the last manifestation of monumentality eommitted ta a humanlst vision. 

That Le Corbusler's seheme /nsplred Frank Uoyd Wr/ght's design for the Guggenheim 

Museum can be seen ln hls use of a s/mllar farm. However, Wright was eoncerned solely wlth the 

expression of movement. The bulldlng's very expressive sculptural shape, concelvecl as an abject 

standing by Itself, established Iittle or no relatlonshlp wlth Ils environ ment. The lmagery speaks of 

tachn/cal prowess and of the slgnificance Inherent ln the 'orm. 

Also modernlst ln spirit and sculptural ln shape, the museum by Mies van der Rohe 

approaehes the problem of lmagery ln a totally dlfferent way. As Searlng puts It, Mies ·pushed to 

--* its outer limits the modernlst repudlatlon of typological representatlon." Even though he had been 

concemed with the problem of the relatlonshlp between Inslde and outslde, the result achleved Is 

cA a generalized and neutra/Image wt'lch expresses the fascination with new technologies. 
•••• 

- lupertz, M. "Art and Architecture,· In New Museum Buildings for the Federal Repybllc 
of Germany, p. 32. 

** 

*** 

•• ** 

Taylor, Babel's Tower' The dllemma of the Modern Museum, p. 5. 

Searing, op. cil., p. 51. 

See Norberg-Schultz, La Signification de l'Archltectyre Qccldentale, p. 396 . 
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Fig 27-28' L f1,rowth, 1939 Corbusier; top left' 
nght: the M~n~~m S lIOn MOO,:useum of indefimte 
Museum {)evice'lneum, 1927 (fromL~ CorbusIer); top 1 Damlsch, 7he 

Fig 29' Muse~ F.L. Wright, G Seari m, New york 195 uggen.~9Im 
ng, New Amencan 9 ((rom H, Art Museums) 

J, 

; \ 
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Concluding Discussion 

ln the light of what has been said above, one has to carefully consider the slgnificance 

of the museum's image. The museum is the symbol of the modern era par excellence, an era where 

man has turned to historical artifacts as the embodiment of his obsession with time. Having been 

able to grasp and control space, time is the only physical dimension he has yet to contain When 

one thinks of museums one tends to think of the masterpieces that they possess as bemg 

monuments. 12 However, the museum itself converges around the idea of gathering dlfferent world 

views. regardless of their own time and space of conception, what Donato calls "heterochronias" and 

"heterotopias ,,13 For this reason one could eonsider museums as liVing organs of our epoch rather 

than sarcophagee of other a~es to whieh nostalgie people would come to mourn the death of an 

art of the past or a "superseded style ,,14 Although monuments ln the etymological sense of the 

word - i e devices of memory - museums do not fulfill the pre-condition ot praising an ideal, or 

remembering an event or person. Their statement of non-commitment to any single idea or Ideal 

sueeeeds in achieving just the opposite 

Making a meaningful architecture that opens a dialogue with its cultural environment, 

and which reflects the society that shapes it, should be the task of the architect It is thus Imperative 

that the museum be reeognized as one of the last public institutions that involves a sense of place 

as opposed to being just a supplier of public services. 15 This involves a sense of immediacy as 

weil as an active participation of body and mind that could be a the me to develop in the architecture 

of the museum Furthermore, museums should be eonsidered, in the final Instance, for what they 

stand for eulturally: a society and a city of fragmentation. Instead of present mg a stagnant facade. 

a pseudo-sphinx standing on a pedestal, museum "image-makers" may contemplate the possibllity 

of being more articulate, echoing the anaehronistic modern citv, the surrealist vision that has 

somehow become our reality: a fragmented city for a fragmented society * 

* See Relia, op. cit., pp. 55, 56. 
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If one accepts the idea of the museum as a microcosm of the city the question is 

whether one should apply this statement Iiterally.'6 Isn't the city after ail a macroeosm of Man and 

IIke men themselves, is full of complexities, contradictions and ambiguities which make it difficult 

ta grasp? 17 ln that sense, one could go beyond Venturi's idea, which is limited to the complexities 

* and contradictions of form and purpose, by 100 king more deeply into man's mind and intUItion. 

The contradictions inherent in man's psyche have been made more apparent since Freud and 

Jung's study of the hidden aspects of man's psychology 18 

As an institution, the museum has to consider its urban responsibility as a place to the 

public, and, in doing 50, it may be more entical about being a "monument" in a wortd which does 

not acknowledge the original significance of such a structure. Ali that our own culture retains from 

the idea of the monument seems to be the effect that its sheer size triggers ln us, the feeling of 

deference. The monumentality of a facade or a mdSS has today an altogether different meaning. 

Monumentality, in this era, gives ri se to a feeling that is at odds with the ideals of democracy that 

gave birth to the museum It is often associated with authorrtarianism. Colin-St-John Wilson writes 

.. the drama of confrontation ( )can take place between the facade of a monumental 
building and the visitor who, is compelled to stand off a respecttul distance and, in that 
intuitive act of deference, is made to teel vulnerable. ( ... )The figurai presentation of a 
building can take two main forms of 'presence'. One is the form of assertion, of a 
confrontation whose challenge is Instantaneous It IS addressed to Vou, and what it 
demands of you is a certain submission by threatening to overwhelm yoVr 
self-possession. The theatricalities of Speer and of Piacentini are clear cases in point 

Monumentality creates in the viewer two kinds of reactlons one is a feeling of 

something past, that will never be retneved and of which we have to be reminded by the 

monument. And yet art, 1 believe, is far from being dead. The other is the feeling of admiration, of 

blind acceptance of what is stored, hidden inside the monumental envelope as superior, the fruit of 

Geniuses or Super-humans This second notion must also be rejected if we accept the idea that 

the museum is a gathering of different wortd views. thus expressing the cultural reality of pluralism. 

See Venturi, note ta the second edition, Complexities and Contradictions ir 
Architecture, p 14 

•• 
Wilson, C.St J. "The Naturallmagination: an Essay on the Experience of Architecture," 

Architectural Review, January 89, p 68. 
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ln conclusion, Douglas Davis' comments on the monumentality of the museum are important to 

consider: 

• 

The democratic transformation in the last hundred years has been so complete that 
we still don't aet or think on the basi:3 of ils Implications. In an era when universal 
education and instant communication thrive, the art, the sciences and the crafts are 
ail intimately intertwined with a public larger than ever imagined in the past It is 
exactly this condition that requires the architect to create something beyond that 
Miesian eypher, in the interest of art as weil as its public The American Museum is a 
celebrative icon, a totem. This does not, it should not, dictate monumentality But it 
demands that a vlsual .statement be made, that the building 'mean' as weil as be or 
sim ply provide shelter . 

Davis, "The Museum Impossible," Museum News June '83, p. 36. 
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ENDNOTES 

1. P~rez-G6mez wrltes about the anclent city and how Il was underlald by the rltual, ~:le 
latter glvlng It a symbollc order ln whlch the monument hlghllghted the procession. Untll late 
elghteenth century the order of the city was the embodlment of that rhuaJ, was It through procession 
(the hlerarchy of rltuals), geometry (referlng to the unlverse), or the design of the city as a stage-set. 
/lJways Inherent was the social dimension of the rltual of which the buildings were the background. 
(see P6rez-G6mez, A. -rhe city as a Paradlgm of Symbolic Order, - ln The carleton Book.) 

The street Is now often seen as a connectlng corridor, a circulation area whlch would 
dlsappear should the fiction ln the movle series ·Star Trek" become real and people be "beamed" 
from one place to the other. We must remember here that the street Is traditlonally, as Louis Kahn 
says, "a place of meeting by agreement," and It Is onIy then that It has a meanlngful and constructive 
existence. (see Kahn, L Between SUence and Light.) 

2. Rlegl deflnes the Intentlonal monument as the one that Is created as a rernlnder of an 
event or person. He defines the unlntentlonal monument as that whlch was not erected wlth thls 
speclflc goal ln the mlnd 01 Its creator, but was assoclated Iater on to an event or persan. Such 
would be tlle case of the bundlngs whlch epitomlze the work of a specifie archltect and thus stand 
metaphorlcally for hlm. Flnally the monument whlch has an age-value Is the one that Is consldered 
only for belng a remlnder of a past epoch, a monument to tlme 1tseIf. 

3. This attitude reflects the new dimension of hlstorlcal consclousness that the modern 
city has achleved. The layers of history represented ln the shape of buildings are now part of the 
soul of the city. They are percelved as unlntentJonal monuments whose value Is of belng wltnesses 
to a by-gone age. The city Is thus transformed Into a museum ln situ (see citation by Louis Mumford 
chap.3). 

Alan CoIquhoun wrltes, "Hlstorlcal works have here (In the Modern Movernent) lost thelr 
meanlng as part of the fabric of time and space, and are preserved as ernblems of a generalized 
and superseded past." Qn "Thoughts on Rlegl," Oppositions 25, p. 79.) 

4. Cornrnentlng on the pluralism of ballet of our epoch and Its cultural effect, George 
Steiner states, "No textuality, no art form, no rnayfly cA literary, music:a1 or materlal contrlvance Is, 
a priori, rulad out of court. ( ... )The axloms of the transcendent ln the arts of understandlng and of 
Judgement are Invested ln the ovemlght." (In Steiner, Rea! Presences, p. 33). 

Thus, ln the city, people belng deprtved of a public place to meet and share the feeling 
of belonglng to the same wor1d, they ereel monuments whlch are becomlng mere Images; Images 
that are self-referentlal and whlch have lost their metaphorlcal content. 

Wlth respect to thls situation, P~rez-G6m9Z' comments on the ideologlcal shift between 
Boullée and hls disciples reveal ils effect on architecture. "Wlth the Increaslng Irrelevance of 
metaphyslcal speculation in science, ratlonallzed symbols became .allegorles. Boullee's disciples 
covered the facades of thelr buildings wlth emblems and Inscriptions, while thelr master was still 
confident ln the effective symbollc nature of hls elernentaJ geomeMc bodies." (In P~rez-G6mez. 
Architecture and the Crlsls of Modem Science, p. 146.) 

5. The differences depend on what Is emphaslzed: they may refer to Its Intentlonallty; or 
aise to Its Importance ln examplifying the work of an artlst or archltect; or finally to Its aesthetlc 
effect regardless of Its extemal meanlng. (see Gass, -Monumentality /Mentality", Oppositions 25, 
p.143) 
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6. George Steiner criticizes, for instance, positivism and scienticism as applled ta research 
in the IIberal arts. (in Real Presences, p. 36) 

Also see Pérez-Gômez, "Introduction," Architecture and the Crisis of Modern Science 

7. As an example of the attempt to establish the museum as epitome of taste we can think 
of Schinkel whose admitted intentions were ta "delight" the visitor by the exceptional works of 
classical art that were exhibited in the rotunda of the Altes Museum in Berlin, and then ta "Instruct" 
him. (see Douglas Crimp, "The Post Modern Museum,· Parchute 46, p 65) 

8. In 1770 in England, architect Robert Adam designed Newby Hall which was typically 
attached to a private country house. In Italy the Museo Pio-Clementino bullt in 1773 was an 
extension to the Vatican palace Pevsner writes that, ''the new :ooms were in their sh,lpes Inspired 
by the palaces and baths of ancient Rome" (Pevsner, A History of Building Type, p.116) ln 
Germany, the Fridericianum in Kassel (1769-77) kept the architectural expression of a palace where 
we could even find private studies despite the fact that it was a seperate building open ta the public 
at certain hours. In France, the Louvre, opened ta the public for the first time in the 1790's, and was 
to become the major example. 

See Pevsner, N. A History of Building Type, for a complete historical account 

9. See Pérez-Gômez, chap. 4 on Boullée's symbolism, Architecture and the Cnsls of 
Modern Science, p. 142 & seq 

10. Pérez-Gômez writes in his book Architecture and the Crisis of Modern SCience' "In one 
rather terrifying paragraph Durand summarized the basic precepts of his value system 'In ail tlmes 
and ail places, the totahty of man's thoughts and actions were generated by two principles Love 
of well-being and aversion ta pain.' This materialistic premise became the basis of the ethics and 
aesthetics of technology, and it still underlies the most popular historical and ideologlcal 
conceptions inherited from the nineteenth century. Only after Durand would it become Important for 
architecture to provide 'pleasure' or that it be 'nice' rather than truly meaningful" (in chap 9 "D'irand 
and functionalism," p 299) 

11. i.e. the prevailing functionalist approach so current in western architectural firms 

12. The physical presence of the museum could be seen as having a commemorative valup. 
but this has nothing to do with any event or persan. At best it can be considered as celebrating thl' 
advent of a cultural phenomenon' the aclmowledgement of the Importance of history, an era 01 
which we still partake. 

13. See Donato, E. "The Museum's Furnace. Notes Toward a contextual Reading of 
Bouvard etPecuchet, in TGxtual Strategies: Perspective in Post-Structuralist Criticism, p. 214 & seq 

This is undoubtedly the fruit of a logocentric civilization that is trapped betwep~ 1 the 
aberration of a rational system -that does not reflect man's nature - and the individualistic attitude 
where everything becomes personal, where "every head Is a world " 

14. See Tom Sherman, "Museum of Tomorrow," Parachute 46, pp 78-81 

15. Our cities have changed sa radically that we can hardly relate ta the traditional way 
of building and living. The modern period was characterized by a new vision of life defined by 
human activities. One has to acknowledge the fact that the citizens have lost the social dimension 
of the city. 

16. Moshe Safdie applled this idea in hls proJect for the National Gallery in Ottawa ln a 
formai and simplistic way, recreating the major elements of a city: piazzas, streets, small parks and 
even a church. See the article by Ricardo Castro in The Gazette (Montreal, January 23rd, 1988). 



{ 

59 

17. Such a vision of the city is weil antlcipated in Laugier's description of how a city should 
be. He wrltes, "There must be regularity and fantasy, relatlonshlps and oppositions, and casual, 
unexpected elements that vary the scene; great order in the detai/s, confusion, uproar, and tumult 
ln the who/a." 

Tafuri comments' ·Selectivity and crltlclsm ( ... ) slgnified the introduction into urban 
planning of a fragmentation that places on the same level, not only Nature and Reason, but also 
natural fragment and urban fragment." (in Architecture and Utopia, p. 5-6) 

18. See George Steiner, Real Presences, for interesting remarks on the influence of 
psychology on modern artistic production. (pp 45-47) 
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CHAPTER 5 

LlGHT AND ARCHITECTURE 

Introduction 

Since the foundation of the museum, architects have shown a special interest in ilS 

lighting; be it to do justice to the works exhibited Dt, from a conservationist position. to protect thp,m 

fram the damaging efffJcts of light. Light contributes ta the character of the building, sometimes 

creating a dramatic and enriching environ ment anu sometlmes immersing art and the visitor in an 

ethereal atmosphere. With the invention of electricity and artificiallight. in opposition ta daylight, a 

new dilemma was introduced. Twentieth century Modern movement was to witness major debates 

with regard to the concept of light inside the exhibition rooms. Nevertheless, what is more relevant 

to architects is the role and importance given ta the use of light. that is to say, its significance in the 

process of designing the museum. 

Meaning of Light in Architecture 

ln the beginning God created the heavens and the earth. Now the earth was a formless 
void, there was darkness over the deep, and God's spirit hovered over the water 
Gad said, 'Let there be light', and there was light. Gad saw that light was good. and 
Gad divided light from darkness. 

Genesis, The Jerusalem Bible 

Since the beginning of humanity. aside from its functional qualities. light has been 

attributed a symbolic significance and has had a powerful impact on the lite of man-kind The sun 

for instance, the ultimate source of light. was perceived as the embodiment of l. .. frte truth, at which 

no human dared to approach. As in the legend of lcarus, ail ancient mythologies referred to the 

primordial theme of the religious rituals related to light and acknowtedged the sun as a regufator. 

on the perceptuallevel, of human participation to the world ln the Judeo-Christian culture light was 
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perceived as the materialization of the divine. The Gothie Cathedral, ''the city of God on earth," was 

built with the intention of presenting Iight as the manifestation Of the presence of God.' This 

symbolic dimension of Iight has been a constant in the Christian faith, and has been a preoccupa· 

tian of the church builders from the Renaissance and the Baroque to the present. Indeed, architects 

who strongly believe in the power of man to control his own existence (with the help of science and 

technology) have also shawn a great sensibility to, and grasped the connotations of the presence 

of light and its importance This is particularly the case of the church of Notre·Dame-du·Haut at 

Ronchamps by I.e Corbusier or the cathedral of Brazilia by Oscar Niemeyer. Llght had also been 

central to the concerns of Boullée and Ledoux in their theoretical projects, whether these were 

closely connected ta the religious rituals or ta the more secular activitles of the daily life. God was 

• not only identified with the immensity of space but also with light Ledoux, for instance, had 

planned hls "ville de Chaux" in an oval shape, which imitated the orbit of the sun, "mère de toutes 

--les ressources qui répand J'influence qui donne la vie." By creating effects of "lumière mystérieuse," 

John Soane's use of Iight provides for yet another of its particular features. It was intended to trigger 

in people a feeling of terror and intrigue· another aspect of "sublimity," serving his "grand manner" .. -design 

Fig 31 SIf John Soane's Museum·House (from J. 
Summerson, 'Unlon of the Arts,' Lotus International 
35) 

• See Pérez-G6mez, Architecture and the Crisis of Modern Science, p. 157 

•• 
Ibid, p. 161. 

*** Du Prey, John Soane's Architectural Education. 1753-1780, p 346. 
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At first glance, the present"ay architect seems to be more concerned with light as an 

amenity, a controllable physlcal element whlch beautifles and enhances the perception of our 

environment, but which has no symbolic sJgniflcance This situation probably originated with the 

revolutionary ideas of Durand who stated that the architects' so/e objective ought to be that of 

• providlng comfortable and economical construction. Despite such radical changes ln the approach 

ta architecture and design, light has retained a transcendental dimension which is closely connected 

ta man's perceptual experience of the world, a concept that invo/ves subjectivity Le Corbusier, for 

Instance, saw ln IIght a maker of architecture, statlnq, "l'architecture est le jeu savant, correcte et 

magnifique des volumes sous la lumière.· Such a poetic attitude clashes with the pragmatic position 

that emphasizes the Importance of IIght's Immediate function or usefulness over ifs Inherent or 

symbollc slgnlflcance. The controversy Is clearly acknowledged ln the works and writtngs of Louis 

Kahn who opposes those preoccupied with mere efficlency of lightlng techniques. He supports a 

humanist approach that Is based on his bellef that a man-made environment should be in harmony 

wlth nature. He values the mutable quality of IIght tha! produces vanety thus posltively affectlng 

man's psyche. 

Fig.32· L Kahn, The Yale CentnJ for Bntish Art, New Hall8n 1969-77 ((rom L Kahn, Be~n SIlence and /,Ight) 

• See Pérez-G6mez, Op. clt., p 303 

1 
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Kahn's concern is at the centre of the architectural discourse of the museum; i.e the 

opposition of naturallight to artificiallight 2 His design for the Yale Centre for British Art proposes 

a solution that ignores the usual apprehensions of architects and museum administrators. He writes, 

.. 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 lite 
outside of the room, and it reffects the life-giving that a painting does, because 1 think 
that a work of art is a giver of lite ... 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 ail the moods of the time of day, the seasons of t~e year, and that 
year for year and day for da y, be different from the day preceeding. 

Clearly, this matter goes to the heart of the problem of modern existence and 

experience of the world The philosophical concerns of Louis Kahn are undoubtedly rooted in the 

fact that modern man lives in a totally man-made environment, which is not in harmony with nat'..:l d 

anymore, but rather has replaced it. However, Kahn's attitude is not to be confused with the 

paranoia of sorne critics or artists towards technology.3 Kahn's plea is to return man to a reality 

where he is part of the world rather than outside, controlling it; but without denying man the benetit 

of his actions and creations. Ultimately Kahn envisions the possibility of man acting together with 

his environ ment. A similar attitude characterizes the work of Carlo Scarpa, who considered the 

movement created by natural light as a major element of the sought-after theatrical dimension 

Having presented the mainstream and competing perceptions of the role of light in 

architecture, and how this debate is part of the much longer issue of man's relationship to his 

environment as affected by the ideology of rationalism, let us now turn to the ways in which light, 

throughout history, has affected the architecture of the museum 

* Quoted in Global Architect 38 

** See MA Crippa, "An Architectural Theme: Exhibition and Museum Arrangements," in 
Carlo Scarpa' Theory. Design. Projects. pp. 49, 79. 
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Museums and the Use of Light 

The origin of the use of light in museums has to be traced back to those eighteenth 

century architects who were part of a dramatic change in architecturai Intentlonahty that occured 

as other events were revolutionizing society and man's eXistence Two actors represent the crucial 

penod ln the hlstory of the western civihzation that was charactenzed by the loss of the mythlcal 

dimension of IIfe: Etienne-Louis Boullée, who may be considered to be the last hero of a passing 

epoch, and Jean-Nicolas-Louis Durand who announced the new era of functlonallsm whlch has now 

culminated in a cul-de-sac Even though his concept of the museum 15 qUJte dlfferent tram the 

contemporary one, Boullée's project gives us the measure of the posslblhty of a symbollc 

signlficance depicted in light whlch manages to move us Boullee intended the IIght comlng ln 

through the central dome of his museum as an experience underhed by mystenOU5 connotations, 

celebrating the wonders and magic of nature Durand, on the other hand, wa5 not as much 

concerned with the presence and meaning of light as he was wlth its funetlonal effect, that 15 Its 

efficiency, which could be justified, in his own terms, as serving some kind of salubrtte 

Flg.33· E.L Boullétl, proj«t for the MU5~um. 1803' ·Un.lunll~fB, qUI en 5e répandant prodUIse les effets les plu~ frappants, 
les plus vanes et les plus multlpltés • (from S Cordier, La Séduction du Merveilleux) 

Starting then with Durand and hls contemporanes. the pnmary quest was for new 

devices to control light in the exhibition rooms. It is in this context that we can understand the 

, 



f .. 

65 

frequent use of the skylight. oculus and transfucent glass in museums from Hubert Robert's project 

for IIghtmg the Grande Gal/ene of the Louvre, ta John Soane's specifie quality of light in his private 

residence and the Dulwich Gallery. ta Schinkel's lateral windows - whieh resulted in the appearance 

of the Iighl-weight partitions Nmeteenth eentury use of light was meant ta produce a dramatic effect 

that would tngger memones of the ancient wOrld (classical revival), and the mystery and mythical 

dimension of history 

F/g 34 Hubert Robert. 'ProJect for 
flghtmg the Grande Galene of the 
Louvre: /796 ((rom Pevsner, ~ 

Histp!Y.Q! §pJldJ.niLJ'i.ee2J 

F/g 35 K F SChmkel, Altes 
MtI~9um. Derlm 1823-30. note the 
partit/ons pe/pend/cular to the 
walls 

l ... 
, , • • 

• • • • • • 
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NeverthclosS. thore were sorne marginal disputes about the quality of light in the 

museum reflecting ln Its architecture the groping as to the role of the museum. There was for 
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instance, the argument between Wagner and von Klenze; the former wanted a diffuse IIght from the 

north, while the laner argued for a more transparent building which would not be meant for the 

training of artists, but intended instead for ail people ta enjoy the abjects * These quarrels are ta be 

placed in the context of the philosophical discussions of the time about the aim and role of the 

museum These debates are still echoed in the contemporary architectural discourse which IS 

polarised around two themes that of the "neutrality" or discrete presence of light. and that of natural 

versus artificial light. 

Few architects in the first half of the twentieth century engaged in a profound rethlnklng 

of the relationship between light and architecture in the design of their museums The first modems 

- having just thrown off the yoke of historicism - were tao busy investigatlng new schemes. 

contemporary architectural language. and writing new manifestas The second generation. wlth the 

exception of a few architects such as LouIs Kahn and Carto Scarpa. followed the steps of their 

predecessors. elaborating on the first very radical schemes They were concerned mainly wlth the 

functional relationship between light and the work of art. The stated princlple was that since natural 

light damaged the paintings it had to be replaced by an artificiallight which cou Id be controlled And 

since polluted air damaged ail works of art it was preferable ta have a samtlzed space. air. and 

light for the museum This eventually led ta the "brutalist." hermetic architecture of the flftles and 

sixties. 

Starting during the second half of the twentieth century the trend began to reverse. and 

a relationship between the museum and its environment was sought The immedlate surroundings 

of the museums were no longer backdrops for national monuments. serving to separate the 

museum from its envlronment, but instead they began to be seen as connecting elements playrng 

on the theme of external and internai space. The exhibition spaces were put ln vlsual contact wlth 

the bustling city, and therefore received a certain amount of natural light that was ta add a feeling 

of movement and lite However, the theme of neutrality was still strongly emphasized ln the design 

of space and light This attitude is epitomized by the Whitney Museum for American Art ln New York 

* See Pevsner. A History of BUilding Types. pp 124. 126. 
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city deslgned by Marcel Breuer. In thls museum. although a visual connection with the street was 

wished, it was very important to be able to control the light. Therefore the sources of natural light 

were reduced to the minimum requlred. 

If is only very recently that architects have started to realize how important it is to make 

IIght's presence felt and very much part of the experience of the museum, regardless of whether the 

source Is a natural or artiflclal one. 

FIg 36 M Breuer, Whitney Museum 
of Amencan ht, New York 1963-66 
(from H Searmg. New Ameflcan Art 
Museums) 

Concluding Discussion 

Trylng to glVe hght a mystlcal connotation under the pretext that it ought to retrieve a 

transcendental significance would be superfluous and meaningless And yet, while it would be 

unjustified to present art works as sacred objects and museums as the temples in which to worship 

them, the common approach that reduces light to Ils functlonal role is unimaginative and dull. In 
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such a case light would not express the museum's specifie cultural significance, nor would it glve 

the place its particular character. 

Whether natural or artificial, light does have a specific code of sigmficance that, 

although interpreted differently by different people, has a strong impact capable of touching our 

psyche Light, as a glver of presence, touches our poetlc senslbility but, as Gaston Bachelard puts 

it in La POétique de l'Espace, a phenomenological approach would have to overcome the sentimen

tal résonances with which we apprehend art works Bachelard explains that, 

Les résonnances se dispersent sur les différents plans de notre vie dans le monde, 
le retentissement nous appelle à un approfondissement de notre propre existence 

Le retentissement a un caractère phenoménologique simple dans les domaines 
de l'imagination pOétique Il s'agit en effet, par le retenllssement d'une seule Image 
pOétique d~ determiner un Véritable réveil de la création pOetique jusque dans l'âme 
du lecteur 

Thus the poetic dimension of hght is revealed through the résonances and retentissement of the 

perceptual experience in the soul and spirit Only after that do we experience the sentimental 

repercuSSlons, the reminders of the past Many museum professlonals have advocated a 

"neutralization" of museums, be it through the layout of the exhlbltton spaces (squarish rooms en 

suite,) the materials and their textures or the ambience conferred by light However they should 

keep in mlnd that, regardless of the kind of /ight the museum would use (natural or artlflclal), ln the 

final instance the outcome can be conSldered only in the way Il affects us The f::;ct that a neutral 

lighting concept is most likely to contribute to the creation of a "boring, Il undlfferentlated 

environment, should be seriously examined 

Museums have often been compared to theaters in the sense that they provlde the 

public with a different world which contalns ItS own internai rules and points of reference Llke the 

play which does not have a umty of place and lime, the museum presents a mass of artlfacts . 

fragments - that confront each other, placlng us in a heterotopic and heterochroniC place And like 

the theatre which uses /ight as a space and time device, that highlights interestlng areas of the 

scene and creates dramatic effects, the museum, as a place created tlrst and foremost for the 

public, might have to use the same play of light to communlcate the idea of confrontation that 

* See Bachelard, "Introduction," La Poetique de l'Espace, pp. 6-7 
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underlies it Thus we can better understand Scarpa's design when it is explained by Maria-Antonietta 

Crippa in the following terms, 

The chronological order of the exhibits records historical time external to the viSltor, 
while the setting stages a performance of objects in dialogue, offering the possibility 
of an Inner eXPElrience of temporality outside the dimensions of Bergson's duratlon of 
consciousness 

Fig 37 C Scarpa, Castelvecchlo Museum, Verona 1958-64 

Crippa, Op cit, P 149 

j 
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ENDNOTES 

See comments on Panofsky by Cornelis van de Ven in Space in Architecture, p 26 

2. Kahn's ideas seduced sorne museum directors such as Dr Richard F Brown, director 
of the Kimbell Art Museum, who wrote in 1966, "Naturallight should play a vital part in illumination 
. the effects of changes in weather, position of the sun, seasons, must penetrate the building and 
participate in iIIuminating both art and observer. We are not after a measurable physical quantlty, 
or a physiological reaction, we are after a psychological effect through which the museum visltor 
feels that both he and the art he came to see are still a part of the real, rotating, changeable world " 
(Quoted in Global Architect 38) 

3 This is the case of Tom Sherman who in "Museums of Tomorrow," ln Parachute 46, 
goes to the extreme of proposing a technology free zone for the hlstorical museum where the work 
of the contemporary artist plays the role of a butter showing the dlscrepancy between pa st and 
present life 

We should bear in mind that Kahn has always showed continuous Interest for the 
themes cherished by modern architecture' a special concern of his is the problem of spatial and 
structural expression of a building with which he dealt in a very poetic way 
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CHAPTER 6 

MUSEUM'S SPACE 

Introduction: on Space and Architecture, and its Significance 

The act of experiencing and creating space stems mainly trom an empathic underst-

anding of the subject, for it has substance yet is ungraspable in itself. Space can be conceived in 

our mind as an idea but cannat be experienced - and therefore remains irrelevant - as long as it 

does not reveal itself ta our consciousness through perception Thus the many dimensions of our 

world are uncovered through our ability ta move and memorize, allowing us to grasp its depth. 

The inescapable subjective dimension of our experience of space constitutes the nc-

hness of everyday's perceptual experience. That process of empathy allows man to adapt to the 

constraints and the realities ot the existing as weil as to his own psychological needs. Sy making 

those continuous adjustments man turns architecture into a living thing, establishing a dialogue with 

his environ ment. 

Space was first a spiritual and intellectual concept quite remote from any theory of 

architecture. Wh en it was applied to the world of man, as in the poem of Lao Tzu, it was always 

referred to as an ungraspable matter (defined by opposition to something familiar) rather than as 

the locus of our presence. 1 Cornelis van de Ven, author of Space in Architecture, explains that it is 

only towards the end of the nineteenth century that the principle of space as the "content" of 

architecture was fully adopted, leading in 1908 to Serlage's statement that "the aim of our creations 

is the art of space, the essence of architecture.'.2 Nonetheless, Hildebrand had formulated, by the 

end of the eighteenth cent ury, the concept of "kinetic vision" (vision in motion) and "perceptual 

form,· which acknowledged implicitly the Tole of space in our perception of the world. Since then, 
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space • understood in the aristotelian tradition as an anthropocentric place· has constituted the 

most conscious experience in our conception and perception of architecture Whereas the concept 

of space was previously considered ta be either purely metaphysical or used as a link between 

spiritual and physical existence (as was the case for the Gothie cathedral), it was only with the 

advent of positivist knowledge, which has become dominant in our culture, that space was turned 

into a materlal concept deprived of transcendental significance.3 

As spa ce became one of the main concerns of architectural theory, it has become 

impossible for the modern architect ta deny or neglect this ideological shift to positivism in the 

making of architecture Yet, it is dangerous to accept without criticism the aspects of the change 

which seem to announce the demise of architecture, its replacement by other technical 

specializations, namely the tendency ta consider space in mere functional terms 

Throughout the ages architecture has always borne a symbolic dimension which gave 

it significance: and space, as an architectural medium, ought to express that ln contra st ta the 

materialist reduction of space as inherited from the Ecole des Beaux Art, the architect must give 

credence to the phenomenologists' claim that the experience of space is rooted in the perceptual 

consciousness of the world.4 Hence the preoccupation with space would come from the possibllity 

of an Interaction between its psychological effect and its symbalic content, the percelved space 

carrying significance by painting ta an arder higher than its own qualitative attributes 

The primary universal significance of space ought ta be its specificity ln terms of lived 

experience: the idea of place, the here and now. This implies a perceptual participation of the 

beholder as weil as a personal contribution involving culture and memory However, It is the 

architect's responsibility ta claim a higher goal for his work, one that transcends Immediate 

usefulness, aiming towards a meaningful presence Boullée's work illustrates this effort ln his 

• project for a "Museum" • as in that for the cenotaph for Newton· it is evident that the single most 

important feature is the nature of the space that is created by the comblned effect of size and light, 

and the response it triggers in the viewer. We had seen in a previous chapter that Helen Searing, 

• It should be noted that the french word "museum" Is translated in the dictionary as 
"museum of natural history." 
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describing Boullée's spaces as megalomanlacal, erroneously compares It to Durand's museum 

project Vet knowlng Boullée's Intentions of creatlng a metaphor of the universe, iIIustrating the 

greatness of nature, it can hardly be equated to the pragmatic work of Durand Boullée made his 

Intentions clear. hls architecture was a mlmlc of the work of God, his space, a metaphor of the 

universe a priori 5 

Flg.38-39 EL Boullée, profect for the Museum, 
1803, top section (from H Rosenau, Boullée's 
Tre!!tlse on ArchTtecture), nght plan (from H 
Soarmg, New Ameflcan Art Museum) 

Thel'e IS no doubt that Boullée's work was an expression of his epoch in the same way 

as contemporary art and architecture are representative of our own. It seems however that we have 

lost an essential factor in the making of architecture.6 Most contemporary works deny architecture 

l 
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its role of story teller, a story that would speak ot myth, fiction, history, ln brief a building that wou Id 

speak of Man and his ontological concerns. The point is that space, as an architectural medium, can 

give the work a significance, and that it is up to the author to underline it. 

Now we come to the heart of our inquiry. The museum, as a public place, required a 

spatial concept different from that of the previous, rather domestic atmosphere of the exhibition 

galle ries of the sixteenth, seventeenth and eighteenth century. I..~(ltil recently, the museum was 

considered as a "space" for exhibition in the narrowest sense of the word. Such functional 

determinism turned the museum into a machine à exposer, dismissing the palatial model of the 

galleria Currently, the question most often raised is whether the museum's space should make a 

statement by consciously asserting itself, or be discreet, neutral, and fading, receding as a backdrop 

to the work exhibited ln arder ta discuss the advantages and disadvantagEs of this issue, C.le must 

understand the origins and the development of the concept of space as applied to museums 

Museum's Space: an Analysis of Precedents 

As previously mentioned, the museum as a building type originated in the Renaissance 

gallery and the "cabinets of curiosities" (wunderkammers) , and, in both cases, it was a part of a 

larger entity, most often a residence. As the museum gained ilS independence, the functionalist 

concept of space was being introduced into architectural theory Sy the twentleth century. 

functionalism was on its way ta becoming the only way of dealing with the spatial problem of 

museums. 

Influenced by the teachings of Durand and Guadet, nineteenth cent ury museum 

architects were concerned primarily with the issue of plan organization. Smce Durand was mamly 

interested in the economy of building form and was obsessed by the idea of providing salubrity -

in this specifie situation a decent exhibition space - one can argue that his designs go no further 

than being a rnere expression of the programme.7 His publication of comparative plans shows that 

his main interest lay in organization rather than in a meaningtul representation of space; he shows 

no concern for the transcendental values of architecture in general, or for the significance of the 
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museum. Nonetheless, his vision of architecture did announce an innovation and hls influence has 

continued to this day. Ven comment5 on Durand's influence, 

Durand did not express any subjective perceptual aspirations The expression of space 
as such was not defined particularly as an aesthetical principle in his design theory 
. Sy the teachings of Guadet the clear separation of being and movement spaces took 
its shape; .. .findirg its final crystalliJation, several generations later, in the charter of 
athens, in 1933 

l J,tI,,- ./, /'.rtlun 

Il .'·Il~, u? "'''U?,lur, 

Fig 40' J N L. Durand, plan for a museum, 1783 (from H Seanng, New American Art Museums) 

Searing states that Durand's project, in its layout, was paradlgmatic for architects su ch 

** a::; von Klenze and Schinkel However, in the same way as Durand had remterpreted Boullée's 

work, dlverging from the intentIons of hls master by "scaling down" the onginal scheme, the same 

could be said of von Klen7e and Schinkel Durand never showed real interest in what was going ta 

be exhiblted, limiting himself to providing identical spaces for painting, sculpture and architecture 

in addition to a temporary exhibition area and rooms for artists Von Klenze, on the other hand, 

provided us wlth a museum that reflected, through the nature of Its spaces, nineteenth century 

prevaHing trend in art history classification the rooms en suite. He provlded a chronological 

arrangement, winning his case against Wagner whose preference was for the typological one.8 

van de Ven, Space in Architecture, p 59. 

** Searing, New American Art Museums, p. 17. 
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According to Searlng, von Klenze borrowed a portion of Durand's scheme to 

accommodate a sculpture gallery. Searing's statement, however, stems from her dlsregard for the 

Intentions of both architects. In the text accompanylng the project, Durand wrote that since the 

museum was a ·publlc treasure-house" houslng works of dlfferent klnds, It had to provlde sevoral 

entrances thus allowing the vlsitor to view Ilne section wlthout golng through the whole bUilding. * 

It Is clear that, ln von K1enze's design, the museum Is served byone entrance, glvlng access to a 

sculpture museum. Yet a sculpture gallery does not reflect the spirit of Durand's museum whlch was 

meant ta house different kinds of works - an idea Durand had most probably Inherlted trom the 

Baroque tradition of the wunderkammer. Regardless of how close the form of von Klenze's 

Glyptothek 15 ta Durand's project, we can conclude that the Intentions underlylng bath designs, as 

weil as thelr cultural slgnlflcance, are very dlfferent 
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F/g.41: L. von Klenze, Munich Glyptothek 1816-30 (from S9anng Fig.42: Schmkel's rotunda, AJtes Museum, 1823-30 
New American Art Museums) ((rom Crimp, 'The Post Modem Museum? 

ln Boullée's Museum, the rotunda was concelved as the place to put the statues of 

great men, who were consldered as a manifestation of the greatness of mother nature ln Durand's 

'* See Durand, J.N.L. Précis des Leçons d'Architecture 
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work, the rotunda is merely a compositional geometric centre that serves as a meeting hall, the 

precursor of the large lobby of the modern museum. Schinkel's rotunda, currently popular in the 

architectural circles, is the realization of yet another concept; Schinkel intended it to house works 

of art considered to be aesthetically superior This was cearly expressed in his motto, "first delight, 

then instrucI."· Of course, such a pOSition can barely be sustainOO given the objective museum that 

curators vainly struggle to achieve today. 

One may conclude that the nineteenth-century museum reflects trends of organization 

in art history. As tOI the construct, it was a metaphorical representation of the "myth-history" of the 

nineteenth cent ury, frrst mentioned ln the work of Fischer von Erlach 9 As for Durand's influence on 

the practice of architecture - as weil as on the perception of history - it has been cO'lsiderable 

during the twentieth centlJry.'0 

From emboclying the scientific approach to art history and its methods of categoriza

tion, the twentieth-century architectural concept of the museum has slowly shlfted: the major 

preoccupation of recent architecture involves the relationship between man and his enwonment. 

We have tended to regard the museum as a device' a machine 11 

Where the museum was viewOO as a machine à exposer that exhibited an objectified 

history, it became possible te transfer the idea of institutional neutrality onto the space embodying 

it. For this reason the n, architects ceased being interested in the way art history ought to be 

interpreted, and instead became fascinated \Vith the way to reflect the viewing and experiencing of 

art in their architecture. For modern architects man became the centre, the very raison d'être of 

any work of architecture The famous dictate that "form follows function" expresses this ideological 

attitude 

This 100 to idea~ such as the "universal space" of Mies van der Rohe, which he best 

expressed in his "Museum for a 8mall City" (1942) which was eventually built in Berlin (1962-68) 

Mies' statement that "even though the functions of a building were in constant mutation, one could 

not afford to demolish them," in conJunction with the modern concept of "open space" resulted in 

* Quoted by Douglas Crlmp in ïhe Post Modern Museum," Parachute 46, p. 65. 
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the "free plan.· Mies' vision, which could be considered as one of the first attempts to create a 

neutrat space within the museum, nevertheless fails to satisfy the environ mental needs of the vlsitor 

Desplte efforts ta glve character ta hls box by way of an articulated structure. the vlewer finds 

himself in a space delineated by the works of art tllemselves. an ambiguous envlronrnenl where 

art becomes both stage-set and actor, container and content 

Fig.J#3-44: Mies van der Rohe, 
'Museum for s Small City,' 1942; 
right: Interior; below. plan ((rom H 
Sesrlng New Amerlcan Art 
Museums) 

1 

1 
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Frank Uoyd Wrlght's Guggenheim Museum (1943-59) demonstrates yet another 

functiol1allst aspect of architecture. Intrigued by space and motion, the architect conceived of his 

museum as an organic representation of the flow of vlsrtors movlng through the museum From the 
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perspective of perceptual experience, the space created is interesting; but yet has no transcendental 

signlficance, especially when compaled to su ch works as Le Corbusier's "Mundaneum" of 1928 or 

Reclus' "Terrestrial Globe· for Paris Universal Exhibition of 1900. '2 

Fig 45 F L Wnght, Guggenht:um Museum, 1959 Interior 
(from H. Seanng, New Amencan AIt Museums) 

Fig 46' E Reclus, TeTrestna/ Globe, Paris 1900 (from A 
Ponte, 7hmkmg Machines? 

One of the characteristics of modern clvilization is its sense of limitlessnoss, derived 

from scientific positivism This attitude 15 reflected ln the architecture of the ·Centre Pompidou" 

(Beaubourg) in Paris Here the architects expressed theïr phllosophy by building a structure that, 

ln theory, could grow endlessly Apart from the subliminal message of its ·HI-Tech" expression, ft 

shows how convinced we are of the fact that WB can predict future needs, élnd therefore go beyond 

statistical speculations, foreseeing how the endless structure will be bullt 13 Beaubourg's 

architectural language makes a very strong statement about the building as a machine, literaI/y 

applylng the principle of the machine à exposer. Spatial/y, however, the concept leads to a feeling 

of imperrnanence and of a lack of presence that is uncomfortable This fact was acknowledged 

when the "Musée National d'Art Moderne,· located within the building, declded to redesign ils 

premises and gave the mandate to Gae Aulenti, architect of the "Musée d'Orsay." The objective was 

to create an environment ln which the vlsltar develops a feeling of permanence and stability.'4 
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Concluding Discussion 

Whlle this last decade has seen the creation of works that challenge established 

concepts, most museum architects are still designing contamers devoid of any poetic VISion Even 

the typical modernist space, derived from the obsession wlth the machine, has lost ,ts slgnlfrcance 

It appears now that the concerned parties are unlnterested in patronlzing an architecture whlch goes 

beyond the level of material, countable presence of space, witness the programs handed 10 the 

commissioned archltects, and the public hearings and diScussions Ihat paralyze the design 

process 15 The situation is thus worsened by the fact that the clrcle of decision maklng has grown 

to disproportionate dimensions, and the consensus between the various groups IS often reached 

at the expense of the buildrng The current spatial concept of the museum is still based on the 

functionafist predominance of the programs submltted (often filled wlth unjustlfred constrarnts) and 

the illusion of being able to create a neutral space 

Functionalism has encouraged the architect to look at the museum building as merely 

a physical place ln whlch the institution operates Accordlngly, space is bound to serve the different 

functions constitutrng the body of categorized activities called the institution From here It is only 

a ~mall step for the building to be turned into a cluster of contalned spaces Irnked ln the most 

efficient way. And the spatial diviSion has its parallel in the subdiVISion (and maybe Isolation) 01 the 

various museum roles' that of storage (to safeguard), of academlC research (and the sClenttflc 

advancement of art history), and that of the promotion of art and lelsure through exhibition 

Commenting on the implications of functionalism on architecture, Alan Colquhoun 

suggests that the word function has two meanings' lirst, JI means that the bUilding satisfies a number 

of pragmatically fixed uses, second, it refers to a certain architectural language that represents a 

postulated relationship between human society and the mechanical and malerial foundatlo:1s of It~ 

• culture Functlonalism, according to this definltion, is therelore reductlonlst ln that rt larls to 

acknowledge the existence of what is reduced, i e the values represented by the artlstlc production 

• See Colquhoun, Recueil d'Essais Critiques' Architecture Moderne et Changement 
Historique, p. 125,126. 
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the symbolic significance Functionalists' denial of the forces underfying the creation of any work 

of architecture is especially deplorable when n is applied with such determination ta a building 

whose spaces express (as much as its other constituents) more than a single function of storage 

or exhibition The museum must offer very special technical features ta accommodate treasures of 

the past, but wh en these constraints tend to overwhelm the other more human characteristics of 

a building - namely the spatial quality that establishes an Identity between the place and the 

beholder - then the building looses its humane qualltles Seeing space as a functional tool is very 

narrowing, even when this approach is seen as a way to solve the problem of subJectivity - that is 

inherent ta any artlstic creation - which is considered as contradicting the defimtlon of architecture 

as an applied sCience 

The problem of space's functIQn is an iIIusory one, for the real function of a museum 

is simply to provlde a place for the exhibition of works, assuming the Ilnk between the work :-1d 

the public This primary goal IS achievecl in ail museums whether they are "functional" or "non

functlonal " Following trom the primary aim is the so-calle-d "essentlal" requirement of "adequate 

environment," necessary for a "better understanding" of the work of art An indication of how 

important the so-called functional design of a museum is, can be obtained by companng those 

buildings that were originally deslgned as museums - ln a functionallst spint - to structures that were 

bUilt for other purposes and were later used ta accommodate a museum It is my belief that the 

latter are often equally If not more successful than the former, regardless of the difficulty of 

admlnistenng them Consider ail the palaces, houses, tactories, warehouses, and train stations that 

now house an engaging and enriching space where an empathic dialogue has been established 

between the viewer, the object viewed and the environment The prinCipal raie of a museum can 

always be accommodated by making minor alterations which make the architecture more intricate, 

and theiefore more likely ta create an environ ment to which one can emotionally and perceptually 

react and Identify Function, 9specially that of the museum, should never dictate the spatial 

character of the building, unless one wants the museum ta be a dull, gnm and boring environment, 

whlch some have called "neutral space .. Hubert Damisch's comments on the idea of the museum's 

neutrality could be applied ta its arcMecture as weil 
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... the museum space is no more neutral than a book. and the notion of the 'Imaginary 
museum' is a contradiction in terms. In its structure. as in its functioning. the museum 
belongs first of ail ta the symbolical sphere museums [ ] are constructed, devised, 
and it is only on this basis that they can fUQctlon as a device of memory and expand 
their effects to include imagery and myth " 

There are bath symbolic and pragmatic reasons behind the attempt to create neutral 

space Perhaps the museum's erroneous bellef in ItS own neutrality, reflectlng soclety's obsessll-n 

with objectivity has inspired the quest for a "neutral space " However once It becomes obvlous that 

the museum is not and will never be able to sustain such a utoplan project slnce it is devised and 

managed by man, étnd is therefore subJective, then the effect of such an architecture Will become 

obvious. a dull ambience, a lack of character and of true and meaningful slgniflcance 

The pragmatic reason is that neutral space would irterfere as IIttle as possible wlth 

the exhibited abjects ln sorne cases. museums were conceived around a dialogue between speclflc, 

known objects and thelr physical environment - includlng the vlewer The architecture, ln ail Its com-

ponents - space, light, form, matter, color, and acoustics - were orchestrated to exhlbit these obJects 

in particular However ln most cases. architecturai commissions for museums come wlthout any 

specifie collection, thus leading ta the suggestion that architects should provide a characterless, 

neutral box that would SUIt 311 works 16 

Wlth the exception of sorne enllghtened curators such as Johannes Cladders, dlrector 

of the museum in Monchengladbach, most ot the art critics do not really trust the ar:::hltect who. 

they teel, is always trying to go beyond the prerogatives of hls own art, creatlng a space 

overwhelming the exhlblted work 17 Yet such limitations have often resulted ln a banal work whlch 

contradicts the exciting nature of the task Sorne of the concerns of the curators and artists are 

voiced by Markus Lupertz. a Neo-Expressionist German pamter 

* 

p.9 

** 

This trend, killing architecture wlth art or. vice versa. archltecture's attempt to be more 
artistic than art, is the problem facmg us today The classical museum 15 bUilt like 
this four walls, light commg in from above, two doors, one for those coming in, the 
other for thq~e gOlng out ThiS simple pnnclple had to give way to art, the art of 
architecture 

Damisch, "The Museu-n Device notes on institutional changes," Lotus International 35, 

Lupertz, "Art and Architecture." in New ~usellm BUildings ln the Federal Repllbhc..,Q! 
Germany, p. 32 
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ln response, Douglas Crimp criticizes Lupertz and the museum to which he seems to 

allude the rooms en sUIte of Sterhng's New Municipal Gallery in Stuttgart 18 Crimp reminds us that 

Lupertz' statement IS a rephrasing of Alois Hirt's accusations aimed at Schinkel's Altes Museum in 

Berlin some hundred and flfty years ago Hirt had argued that, "Schinkel had subordinated the art 

to the architecture rather than puttlng the architecture at the service of art " The response to this 

accusation was that, "the plan was a totality whose parts work so precisely together that nothlng 

essential can be altered without throwing the ensemble into disarray an inviolable Gestalt ,,* The 

question for Schinkel, who, wntes Crimp, adopted a Hegelian approach to the problem, was to 

transcend the antlthesls of whether al1 or architecture were to be privlleged by anaining a "higher 

unit y" or synthesls 

Today, Lupertz' restatement of the same dispute can be seen once again as a false 

problem Architecturai space 15 the locus of our existence, It has a symbolic dimension whlch makes 

ItS presence meanmgful rather than arbitrary Art, ln the same way, has a symbollc significance that 

IS somehow independent from ils envlronment, a wmdow onto another world A strong spatial 

presence does not compete with or antagonise an art work that has ItS own life As Robert Stern 

suggests, "art has ItS own day in court" and while "art should move Vou, architecture should make 

you stand still ,,'" 

Louis Kahn was reported to have once said, "1 asked myself why 1 was fatigued within 

fifteen minutes by every museum 1 ever entered," and what would make somebody rush out of a 

-place if not the lack of empathic dialogua? 

See Crimp, "The Postmodern Museum," Parachute 46, p 65 .. 
"The Robert Stern's Conversation," Interiors Nov. 1984, p 148 

- ln a pnvate conversation, quoted by Douglas Davis, "The Idea of the Twenty First 
Cent ury Museum," in Art Culture Essays on the PostModern, p 109 
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ENDNOTES 

1. "We make vessel from a lump of clay, 
it is the empty space within the vessel that makes it useful 
We make doors and windows for rooms, 
But it is these empty spaces that make the room hvable 
Thus while the tangible has advantages, 
It is the intangible that makes it useful" 
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la> T2lJ (5&l BC) 

2. It is only in the theory of late Nlneteenth-century that we find the unquestionable 
statement that space IS the essence of the perceptual experience of architecture Cornelis van de 
Ven, in his book Space in Architecture," leads us through tl1e historlcal transformations of the 
concept of space from Plata ta the Modern movement 

3 For the medleval believers space was a common thread connectlng spintual life ta 
perceptual existence According ta Ven the space achieved in the Gothic cathedral was the 
necessary condition wlthout whlch the concept of space would have never been introduced into 
architec-tural theories. See van de Ven, C. Space in Architecture, p 28 

4 Ven w~ites' "Contemporary Phenomenological and Existentlal phllosophers question 
the relevance of the scientific knowledge of the universe, since the concretely experienced space 
to be lived in does not have the character of infinity but that of a finite enclosed interior, a hollow 
concavity that has to protect us and make us feel secure" (in Space ln Architecture, p 19) 

5. van de Ven writes that Boullée "succeeds (in hls cenotaph for Newton) ln an 
architectural way, in the reconciliation of the classlc paradox of finite and infinite, of measurable 
and immeasurable, of relative and absolute space, visualized in one spatial and simple volume, the 
sphere." (in Space in Architecture, p 54) 

Pérez-Gomez also writes that the megalomaniacal preoccupations of Boullee 
manifested in his theoretical projects were part of this profound desire to glve physlcal shape to 
infinity See Architecture and the Cri sis of Modern Science, p 149 

6. Here, we must bear in mind that the architect's role ought to be of "bUilding the world" 
rather than simply of bUilding in the narrowest physical sense 

7. By "decent" the author has interpreted the theme of "salubnte," one of the major 
concerns of Durand. 

8 Discussions of the classification system to be adopted is reflected in the fierce flghts 
between Rumohr and Waagen Pevsner glves us an account of their litiglous debate "Rumohr staled 
in opposition to the display principle of the Pio-Clementino, that an arrangement by subject-matter 
would be 'to seek art outside the field of art' So Rumohr in advocatlng display accordlng to 
history instead of iconography yet means to advocate the aesthetic value of art and the importance 
of aesthetics for bildung in the broadest sense." (in Pevsner, A Historv of BUilding Types, p 128) 

Humboldt, who chaired the commission, commented ''The gallery here is distlnguished 
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by systematlcally extending through ail perlods cl painting. Hence it was beneflclal but also 
necessary to flll the true and slunlflcant gaps .• 

9. See Pérez-G6mez, Architecture and the Crlsls of Modern Science, p. 315. 

10. Positivist science had denled the vlewer the posslbillty of an Imaginative InterpretAtion 
by acceptlng only ·knowledge lhat Is sclentiflC, Inslght that Is somhehow verifiable as are sclentlfic 
hypotheses • Such an Interpretation of the slgnlficance of the work would have reflected the vlewers 
own concerns. 

George Steiner crltlcizes sclentiflc research methods as applled, ln our culture, to the 
humanitles. He writes, • .. .In theh· eager preterlCe to theoretlcal rlgour and cumulative dlscovery, the 
humanlties ... strive obsessively to rival the hlgh good fortunes of the exact and the applled sciences. 
This strivlng, and the mendaclous notion of research whlch It entails, are themselves founded ln the 
positivlsm and 'sclentlclsm' of the nlneteenth century. They apa the aspirations ta exact wlssenschaft 
- 'knowledge that Is sclentlfic', 'Inslght that Is somehow verifiable as are sclentiflc hypotheses'. ( ... ) 
Not one [of the sclentlfic methods] Is genulnely applicable ta aesthetic study and pronouncement, 
except at the most formai, IIngulstlr.-textual level. (In Real Presences, p. 36) 

11. Hubert Damisch analyses the Idea of the museum as a devlce, a machine, stating that 
from Its beglnning durlng the Industrlal revolutlon the museum "appeared ln space as a productive 
organism;· the museum-machine supplantlng the collective worker as subject of production. (In ïhe 
Museum Deviee: Notes on Institutlonal Changes," Lot ys International 35, p. 11.) 

12. see Part One of thls thesis; also see the artir~e by Alessandra Ponte, "Thinking 
Machines: from the Outlook Tower to the City of the Wor4r:,- Lotus International 35, p. 47. 

13. The poetlc expression of tectonlcs as meant by modern movements such as De Stijl, 
Futurlsm and the Russian Avant-Garde, once the very heroic moments of the new discovery had 
faded away, was entangled ln the tentacles of Functlonallsm. 

14. For a critlcal discussion of the "Centre Beaubourg" see Alan CoIquhoun, "Le Plateau 
Beaubourg,· ln ReCueil d'Essais Critiques: Architecture moderne et changement historique; french 
translation by Michele Osborne. 

See also Manar Hammad, "Semlo~1c Reading of a Museum," ln Museum 154. 

15. One can consider for Instance ail the discussions that went on indeflnitely ln the case 
of the extension of the Whitney Museum ln New York; or, even closer, ln the case of the re-location 
of the Museum of Contemporary Art ln Montreal, or for the extension of the Montreal Museum of 
Fine Art. 

16. Even when the collection Is known, the objects outnumber the places avallable for 
exhibition maklng it Impossible for the architect ta re/yon thelr speclficities. 

17. In a lecture given ln the fall of 1987 at the Montreal Museum of Fine Art, the ex-dlrector 
of the new museum of Monchengladbach statecf that for hlm, as weil as for the architect Hans 
Holleln, neutral space was on/y a theoretical concept For hlm ·a cublc volume with white walls Is 
net neutral; nor 15 a loft whlch 18 remlnlscent of an Inciustrial space." As a result, Ho/Jeln's 
commission was to create a work of art. 

18. Douglas Crlmp's case agalnst James Sterllng's museum ln Stuttgart 15 that the archltect 
provlde .. a ·suite· of roams in continuity with the oId museum It shows a history of art that Is biased 
slnee it sklps the artistie movements that deny sueh a contlnulty. See Douglas Crlmp, "The 
Post modern Museum," Parachute 46 p. 62-65. 
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CONCLUSION 

We have seen, ln the tirst part of thls essay, how the museum Is, ln a sense, the 

Inst~utlonalization of the practice of collectlng whlch orlglnated with man's real/zat/on of hls 

mortallty. In addition to creat/ng a tlme machine, man had used this habit of collectlng ln order to 

grasp his envlronment and to belong to the world. The institution has extended thls Idea to become 

-a collection of collections, - a teatro mundi or theatre of the world. 

It can be sald that the exhibited work is Influenced by the Institution. The transforma

tions that have occured ln the understanding of art w~h the advent of the museum are numerous. 

The art work has diverged from the initial function given by the artist by losing, on the one hand, 

its Inherent qualities at the benefit of an -eeonomy of the hlstory of art;- and by belng reduced, on 

the other hand to its aesthetic appreciation. Il has become, through its being ln the museum, a 

metaphor for the aesthetic of its epoch Instead of belng understood in terms of what It tells us about 

past civilizations (hrough lhe elueidation of the Intentions of the artist, and a proper understandlng 

of 'he wor1d of the work." 

Furthermore, the museum envirurlment encourages a metamorphosls of the work, not 

literally, but ln the mlnds of the vis~ors who, by wanderlng ln 'reasure houses,· craw conselous or 

uneonsclous parallels becween the works, percelvlng them differently, forglng ln thelr mlnds new 

signiflcanees. These are born out of the simultaneous effect of the received experlentlal and Intellec

tuai Information The inst~ution will always be, IIke any other thing conceived by man, a non

objective device open to questionning and interpretatlon. 

Society ought to recognize the potential of the physlcal presence of the institution ln 

the c~. Museums: could give us an opportun~ to relntegrate art in society in the terms of ~s 

trad~lonal active rele. They could give modern man the posslbllity of an active participation of hls 
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* body, mind and soul in the process of Interpretation. However, these underlying possibilities are 

often undermined by society's conception of the art museum, an understanding of it that is rooted 

in its nineteenth-century origins. To consider art for art's sake is diminishing for the work, the author 

and the viewer 

Of course, basic solutions can be sought through public education; teaching people 

how to visit a museum and what to seek and expect from it Yet the physical presence of the 

museum, that Is, its architecture, must overcome many preconceived ideas that have gone hand-

in-hand with the nineteenth-century museum. Instead of seeking an unjustified monumentality whose 

sigmficance is not necessarily shared by everybody - and even if It were, the concept of 

monumentality takes a totally different significance in our democracies . the museum, by means of 

a new poetic imagery, must reflect the actual cultural meaning of this institution: the fragmented 

vision of the world and the fascination with the idea of the "lime-machine" 

One of the most crucial elements in the museum's design is lighting It is an essential 

aspect in the creation of this poetic vision. However, when lighting is considered according ta the 

dictates of functionalist principles, the result is a negative, characterless amblence that contradicts 

the exciting and stimulatlng nature of the museum The creation of a homogeneous and neutral 

environ ment undermines the vision of fragmentation which is what the museum really stands for, -thus turning the museum into a "place of confinement" Light's specifie qualities are closely involved 

in our perception of time and space, and should be used to draw the theatricality of the museum. 

Similarly, the functionalist approach to the conception of space is ta be rejected. 

Directed by the mate rial aspect of human life, a functional space that provides mere rooms loses 

ail possibility of reaching into the essence of man' touching, to quote Bachelard, to the "retentiss-

emenf' of his soul -

Gluesberg, Cool Museum& and Hot Museums: Towards a Museological Criticism. - See Crimp, ·On the Museum's Ruins· 

Bachelard, "Introduction, H La POétic de l'Espace. 
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ln a modern world driven by the concern for comfort and efflciency, few architects have 

really grasped the poetics of the human condition, where nothing stands between man and his 

world. Ruskin, Le Corbusier, Aalto attempted to replace the theme of the mystery of life with their 

poetic vision of the relationship of man and his environment This happened al heroic times of 

modernity where few resisted the purely positivistic approach. Now, wlth the advent of post 

Modernism there is a concern for the retum to a traditional imagery of architecture combined wlth 

a very materialistic philosophy, the condition of architecture stands to be reassessed 

Man lives in an anthropocentric world towards which he has been drifting since the 

Renaissance. The fact that his sole ~oncern is himself and his earthly life, is reflected in his actions 

The work of Michael-Angelo and the writings of Gotfried Semper ilJustrate the impact of this evolution 

of society on the work of architecture. For Michael·Angelo, architectural forms were an expression 

of the androgynous nature of things that he understood éiS belng of the body and flesh Semper 

saw architecture as a "cartesian spatial extension in three directions generating from the erecl 

human body" Ven writes, "Judging from Semper's theoretical expositions ail tectomc-stereotomrc 

distinctions sprang from characteristics of matter and not from space ... ThiS anthropocentrism of 

western civilization that has started during the Renaissance might induce us to think that the current 

materialist ide%gy is only one step further in a logical deve/opment However, we should be 

reminded that until recently the human body retained a quasi sacred sigmficance as the ultimate 

creation of God, whereas we tend to think of the human body as an objectified mechanrcal system 

Pérez-Gômez writes that "architecture is poetic, necessaTlly an abstract order, but in 

itself a metaphor emerging frum a vision of the world and the being.""" Yet It seems now that 

architecture can no longer refer to the Great Creator or to cosrT'ology through a "géOmetrisatlOn" 

of the world, as was the case until the end of the eighteenth century The mythos and the logos 

were seen until recently as complementary, reconciling the perceptual world of man with the sacred, 

* See Jameson, "Postmodernlsm, or the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism," New Left 
Review 151, pp. 53-92 

** Ven, Space in Architecture, p 77 

*** Pérez-Gômez, Architecture and the Crisis of Modern Science, p 325 
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geometry was a representation of the invariable, the Ideal existing only in the supralunar cosmos. 

The era of sclentific determinism and pragmatism has driven the myth away from our lives in an 

attempt to resolve the contradictions Inherent in man's existence. 1-10wever, we are not living in a 

coherent world, and the source of comp/ex~ies and contradictions is man's r.ature ~self. One need 

not study psychology or psychoanalysis to have a measure of the complexity of human psychoiogy, 

each one of us experiences it in his everyday actions and thoughts. And sin ce we live in a world 

* where "thought and reflection have spread their wings over fine art," as weil as other actions of 

man, it is toward this new humanism embeded in the complexity and contradictions of man that 1 

suggest we turn, in arder to reflect metaphorlcally our cultural anthropocentrism in our architecture. 

Hegel, Aesthetics, quoted by D. Crimp, "The Postmodern Museum," p. 65 
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