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Introduction

			WONDER & HUMILITY: BUILDING THE TWENTY-FIRST-CENTURY ART MUSEUM

			Two years ago, in 2020, in the depths of the Covid-19 pandemic, I sat down with art-museum directors to talk about how museums were evolving. The conversations, which were gathered in The Future of the Museum: 28 Dialogues, described how museums were adapting to a changing society. They were, in a sense, running on new software—becoming more open, inclusive, welcoming, participatory, technologically savvy, community-minded, and globally engaged.

			But an art museum that runs on new software will need new hardware. Which is why I spent the spring and summer of 2022 talking with architects from around the world.

			The Pendulum Is Swinging

			If you are like me, you grew up with museums that were grand and imposing, radiating institutional authority—with architecture to match. More than a few looked like Greek temples, suggesting a cultural link that felt fabricated and overbearing, even to me, a European. For much of humanity, such Eurocentric connotations seemed distant at best, and reminders of extractive imperial histories at worst.

			As a rule, women were absent from the stone-carved lists of artists’ names lining the façades of these temples of art. Gaining entrance called for a sacrifice. One had to ascend a hill or flights of steps just to get to the front door (it was almost always a single entrance, and often a surprisingly small door). Inside, a mood of hushed solemnity prevailed. Guards watched every move. Viewing art consisted of walking silently in lockstep from one work to another, gazing, as if through a series of framed windows, into the sublime realm of aesthetics—a just reward for the sacrifice.

			Even as museums moved into more contemporary structures in the twentieth century, they retained their sober-minded architectural austerity, now presented with a palette of raw concrete and hard-edged minimalism. Galleries—stripped back to nothing more than four white walls—were reserved strictly for encounters with art. These reverential white cubes, so clearly delineated from the museum’s social spaces, reinforced the cultural norm of separating art and life—a vestige of sacral architecture in the art museum. When tired, the visitor found few places to rest. Benches were made of hard wood or blocks of stone. Amenities were spartan. The food, served in bright halls reminiscent of high school cafeterias, was forgettable. Any green space around the museum was a pass-through, an afterthought. The message was clear: Culture was meant to be taken seriously; it was all work and no play.

			Matters took a turn as art museums gradually shed their rarified air of exclusivity and started measuring their success by the size of their audiences—a development some lamented as a surrender to a commercial logic, but one that did bring more attention to the wants and needs of the public. Correspondingly, museums underwent an architectural costume change as well.

			As far back as 1934, the Brooklyn Museum, originally intended to be the largest institution of its kind in the world, made a symbolic decision to remove the grand staircase leading up to the entrance of its imposing neoclassical McKim, Meade & White building. The idea was to make the museum feel more “democratic.” Many high-temple museums would follow suit in the decades to come. The politically turbulent 1960s created a new impetus toward cultural democracy, with Paris paving the way. By 1977, the radical, inside-out Centre Georges Pompidou had opened. Conceived by an architectural team led by Renzo Piano and Richard Rogers, it pointedly declared that we no longer needed a boundary between the museum and the street. Twelve years later, I. M. Pei’s glass pyramid landed in the courtyard of the Louvre. Like an apparition from both the past and the future, it opened an aperture between the gallery and the gathering space. The museum now not only beckoned everyone. It was an event.

			In the latter years of the twentieth century, museum architecture went into overdrive. Aided by advances in building materials, computer-assisted design technologies, and generous public budgets for cultural infrastructure, a period of flamboyant design took hold. It reached its apex in 1997 with Frank Gehry’s breathtaking, titanium-clad Guggenheim Bilbao. The structure, designed by an architect who clearly loved art and artists, was justly celebrated and emulated for putting its host city on the map. Yet it was, along with other museums that followed in a similar vein, a work of art in its own right, outshining its contents, elbowing for attention in the urban landscape as a beacon of globalist ambition. Not since the 1959 opening of Frank Lloyd Wright’s building for the Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum in New York, with its bright white, attention-grabbing corkscrew on Fifth Avenue, had people flocked to a museum first and foremost for its architecture.

			The formula of commissioning iconic museum buildings from brand-name architects turned out to be a winning one for cities and urban developments in need of cultural anchoring. With China and the Gulf petro-states fueling a museum-building boom in the new millennium, the era of “starchitecture” turned out a series of stunning structures that functioned as both magnets for tourists and emblems of the modernity of their cities and nations.

			This expressive approach to museum design, however, has produced mixed results. For all intents and purposes, it substituted one language of authority with another, only marginally less intimidating one. Instead of Corinthian columns, we got shimmering glass. Italian marble gave way to rare metals. Whereas Greek temples and travertine-coated Modernist citadels have come to signify fading cultural hierarchies, these new architectural spectaculars came across in the eyes of many as avatars of the neoliberal order and its stubbornly entrenched chasms of inequity.

			Exuberant, supremely confident architecture did help prop up the appeal of museums when other “high” art forms were floundering. But the museum as a work of art was not always kind to works of art themselves. More concerning still, many people came to feel that these alluring structures were not intended for them. Of course, starchitecture was not the only sort of museum design being produced in the 1990s and the early 2000s. Generations of architects had struggled to reconcile the tension between the democratic and the elitist impulses of the art museum. Nonetheless, a realization gradually dawned that the very stratagems intended to lure people into art museums were keeping a substantial portion of the public away.

			This anxiety compounded after the 2008 financial crisis, when the post–Cold War status quo came under scrutiny. A decade later, the reckonings of the pandemic accelerated the shifts in attitude, upending long-held assumptions around museums, including their architecture. Architectural design, like many creative fields, started turning away from the muscular virtuosity of the single venerated visionary—usually male and hailing from the Global North—to more empathetic, collaborative, and distributed forms of creativity that faced toward the public and de-emphasized the author as individual.

			Just as a generation of museum leaders began to open the museum up to a larger audience, a generation of architects started to move beyond look-at-me statements and to imagine more welcoming and accessible museums, ones that are intentionally rooted in their communities and urban or natural surroundings. The art of architecture, embracing as it does so many other arts, aligned with new attitudes in the art world. Even architects who had designed their share of iconic museums pivoted toward more restrained and embedded solutions. If there is one message that emanates from the dialogues in this book, it is that the era of museum starchitecture is definitively over.

			“The pendulum is swinging,” one architect noted during our conversation. “Good architecture does not have to be expensive or superficially spectacular,” said another. “I don’t really care for the beauty pageant of look-at-me museum design,” allowed a third. They all stressed that “we should try to avoid this iconic and monumental architecture” and that “it is no longer enough to produce space just for the sake of awe.” The architects expressed disdain for buildings that were “showing off,” a mere “attraction,” or worse, a “distraction” to paper over the museum’s entanglements in the legacies of colonialism and racism.

			The architects represented here are looking for “better ways to do architecture,” a pivot to “un-monumentality” that emphasizes “human interactions” over shiny structures. “It doesn’t mean these weren’t absolutely astonishing, memorable buildings,” said one of them of the starchitecture period, “but there has been a shift in the last generation.”

			What these conversations make clear is that museum architecture, no less than the museum itself, is at a pivot point. Architects are realigning intents and methods, building on the achievements of the past to create inclusive cultural spaces that can meet the moment. In the grand sweep of things, museum architecture is moving away from the design conventions of the museum as a secular church, aiming to convey its relevance in a language that is not so sacral or hierarchical. One way or another, these architects are working to strike a fruitful balance between wonder and humility. They want to create structures that insist on the vitality of the museum as a uniquely necessary civic institution in the service of art and society, while at the same time accommodate all segments of the public.

			At its best, this new museum architecture acts as a partner to the emerging twenty-first-century museology.

			Remaining Indispensable

			What, then, might the future museum be like, not only as an institutional construct, but as a tangible structure and place?

			The answer belongs to the twenty-five architects whom I sat with between March and September 2022 to think about the future museum. Eight of them spoke as pairs, reflecting the collaborative nature of architecture. They hail from all around the world, and several operate offices across the globe. With few exceptions, they represent the current middle generation of architects. With the youngest in their early forties and a median age of around fifty, many have years of museum-making ahead of them. Several of them apprenticed with ranking members of a prior generation who left an indelible mark on museums. While a few of their names will no doubt be familiar, I felt that it was important to hear from members of the emerging cohort whose outlook on museums is, perhaps, less well known. As with my previous book, I aimed for an even share of female interlocutors, a goal that ran up against the realities of a profession that remains, for the moment, heavily male-dominated at the top.

			The dialogues are the result of long conversations and several rounds of collaborative editing in which the original text was abridged and refined to a form that we were all satisfied with—a process not unlike architecture itself. Each architect was invited to make a sketch capturing the gist of our conversation.

			Between them, these architects have been responsible for dozens of art museums, including some of the world’s largest and most renowned ones. While they represent a spectrum of viewpoints, the fact that they are all architects working today predisposes them to see the world through certain frames. They are operating in a society dominated by digital culture and the omnipresence of mass media. Their careers have tracked a period of globalization, to which they have contributed symbolically and materially. They are producing architecture for a contemporary art world that has exploded worldwide and blossomed into a polyphonic array of mediums and expressions. They have lived through a period of loosening cultural dualities—between the West and the rest, the Global South and North, male and female, to name some. They belong to the first generation of architects to truly confront a world at the edge of ecological peril.

			These architects are not afraid to traverse disciplinary boundaries. Several practice landscape architecture and interior design. Some of them planned to be artists, and quite a few design exhibitions. Their work puts them on the forward edge of thinking about urbanization, transportation, material science, sociology, energy conservation, and global politics. Their connections to the worlds of education, commerce, and entertainment enable them to not only support the project of the future museum, but in certain respects help guide the evolution of the form.

			I tried to enter these conversations with no pre-existing hypothesis about what the new museum “hardware” is supposed to look like, feel like, 0r function like. I am neither an architecture critic nor an historian. I did not set out to write a field guide to today’s museum architecture. If anything, I am painfully aware of how many excellent architects and buildings are missing from these pages. I certainly don’t intend to propose a unified theory or rule book for museum design. Rather, I approached the task as someone who has advised museums on their strategies and initiatives for some time, trying to understand how we should think about museum buildings in this moment. I viewed the topic through the lenses of a sociologist and a journalist seeking to document the prevailing consensus, if there was one.

			And it appears there is. While I am not suggesting these architects think alike, they do align around some fundamentals of museum design. A more or less shared set of convictions crystallized in the conversations, including a passionate belief in the future of the museum as a cultural and architectural typology, and a no less urgent desire for rethinking and renewal.	“To be indispensable,” said a designer of many cultural buildings, “the museum cannot be seen as a luxury, but rather as a common necessity.” However, “for museums to stay relevant today,” this architect added, “they have to embrace autocriticism and irony.” “If museum architecture doesn’t evolve,” another architect warned, “the museum as a social institution will become irrelevant.”

			Spaces of Encounter

			No matter what their individual design approach, the architects I spoke with are determined to break down the museum’s conventional formality, hierarchy, and impermeability. They share a remarkably consistent belief in “porous,” “transparent,” “inclusive,” and “open structures”—a “museum without boundaries.”

			They wish to see “more of a continuum between inside and outside” and to perforate the borders separating the exhibiting and social functions of the museum. They are looking to activate in-between “gray zones,” including parks and green spaces, as well as “pocket spaces” inside the buildings, to provide loosely defined, multidimensional spheres of learning, congregation, reflection, and relaxation. They see the museum as a “third space,” a site where everyday life happens but that is neither work nor home. They propose a “fluid” architecture that allows art to suffuse the whole museum and life to flow unimpeded through its solemn spaces.

			In the eyes of these architects, museums should learn to shape-shift in order to engage a culture in perpetual flux. They must be able to mutate “from one shape to another,” moving past “the idea that a museum is a monofunctional building.” Echoing recent shifts in museological thinking, the architects imagine the museum as a performative space where the visitors—the actors on the stage, so to speak—are empowered to take control of the narrative. Several spoke of handing over more “agency” to visitors, releasing them from heavy curatorial intermediation so they can become “active participants” in the museum experience, charting their own journeys through the building and selecting objects at whim. “Flexibility” may be the word I heard most often during my months of conversations.

			When asked to define the museum itself, the architects echoed the sentiments of the museum directors in The Future of the Museum. They spoke of it as a “cultural community center of any agglomeration of human beings—their forum, their reception room, and their public room”; as a “place where difficult societal conversations can be held in the widest space possible”; as a “wake-up call that pulls you out of all those distractions and into the present”; as an “escape out of the real world”; as a “place of freedom where one can question society, reinvent, innovate”; as an institution where “everyone can be comfortable by themselves and express themselves creatively, while being kind to each other.”

			These architects see museums as “spaces of encounter” that are devoted to sharing knowledge, “very intimate” while also “serious fun.” They describe the museum as a “truly civic space,” a piece of “cultural and communal infrastructure” that engages people with art and ideas, yet also allows them every now and then to “slow down and focus” and opt out of the relentless “distraction and fast pace” of modern life.

			In this kind of museum, “everything is sensitized, visually and aurally.” Enhanced experience, however, is not achieved through an “austerity and neutrality of the spaces.” The white-walled gallery, a legacy of the mid-twentieth century, is not the answer. “Exhibiting art does not necessitate white cubes,” noted one of my conversation partners, articulating a surprisingly common view. It is “too pristine,” too controlled and confining. The whole museum experience “could be decentralized,” not just within the individual museum building, but in relation to the community, with the museum projecting itself outward “with satellites across the entire city.”

			The architects I spoke with know that we are in the midst of a transitional phase for museums, when institutions of all kinds are widely questioned. They are mindful that museums must align with the current “historical moment of revision of the Western narrative and the colonial narrative”—a generational shift with profound consequences for both the software and the hardware of the institution.

			They recognize, too, that museums, as civic structures, must be part of the vanguard of climate action. The entire sector needs to be future-proofed. Taken to heart, climate awareness involves tamping down museums’ seemingly insatiable appetite for new construction. “Putting up a building is not the way forward,” one of them declared. “We need to remember our position in nature,” pleaded a designer of structures made from locally sourced materials. Several architects spoke of drawing inspiration from ancestral building technologies. Solutions are hiding in plain sight. “Let’s look at how humanity has adapted and survived, and let’s learn from our biological and ecological histories,” suggested an architect who has studied impoverished communities in West Africa. A generation’s priorities are revealed in the words of the architect who said, “We need to think of the architecture of the future always in relation to nature.”

			One vexing realization for many of these architects is that permanent structures may not make sense in an unstable future world. Cultural entities will need to “outlast their current functions.” We cannot know what kind of museum will fit the future. Already, startlingly original concepts pop up in these dialogues, from buildings that can customize spaces in real time to adapt to artworks; to museums in which living rural customs, such as tofu-making, become the exhibited content; to cultural spaces harmonized with natural sites, including caves; to digitally outfitted structures in which the entire museum can be changed at the flip of a switch with a remote system update.

			Today’s architects are certainly being drawn into a conversation about what a museum will look like in a fully digital society. “All institutions are contending with the repercussions of the internet age,” said one, “which has completely challenged the singularity of authority, and correspondingly forced architecture to rethink how the stage is set for a believable engagement between experts and citizens.”

			Will a future in which digital artifacts predominate even allow for, let alone demand, physical places to assemble and display physical objects? How far will tomorrow’s digital museums deviate from today’s physical ones?

			Several architects in this book have been commissioned to design for the metaverse. But few of them think digital architecture will abandon the spatial typologies of real-world museums anytime soon. “I believe in physical connections, in the feelings of physical dimensions, and gravity as well,” said one. Most insist on the enduring, perhaps even growing appeal of analog spaces, to satisfy our “yearning for the patina of the real” amidst a life of gazing at screens. There are hardwired limits to how far you can push the limits of digital design: “Take too great a leap,” said another, “and you might simply lose the audience.”

			Despite the formidable uncertainties confronting the museum, the architects are sanguine about its prospects—so long as it can adapt. They believe architecture can be a catalyst in this transformation. “We can make sure that museums are pioneers, part of the avant-garde,” said one. “Not just the artistic avant-garde, but the social avant-garde.”

			Touchstones

			I wrote my last book at the height of a pandemic. I never imagined I would write this one in a time of war. Unease about the sacking of Ukraine, along with a panoply of other crises—from the lingering toll of Covid-19 to chronic economic disparities and ideological polarization to the indisputable portents of climate breakdown—loomed large behind all of these conversations. On the bright side, the tribulations of the hour provide an impetus for new thinking. “Now, between Covid and the war in Ukraine,” proposed an architect who has been making museums for decades, “we can ask more fundamental questions.”

			Of course, museum architects have been asking fundamental questions for some time, and they have responded with buildings that serve as touchstones for today’s practitioners. The pantheon of referential museums mentioned in the course of my conversations, by no means exhaustive, includes classic museums, such as Karl Friedrich Schinkel’s Altes Museum and Mies van der Rohe’s Neue Nationalgalerie, both in Berlin. The midcentury icons ranged from Wright’s New York Guggenheim to the spellbinding statements of Latin American Modernism, especially Oscar Niemeyer’s canopy for Ibirapuera Park, in São Paulo; Affonso Eduardo Reidy’s Museum of Modern Art in Rio de Janeiro; and Mexico’s City’s National Museum of Anthropology, with its monumental concrete umbrella providing shade for a courtyard set around a man-made pond, by Pedro Ramírez Vázquez, Jorge Campuzano, and Rafael Mijares Alcérreca.

			Among the more recent projects singled out as inspirations for today’s working architects were Herzog & de Meuron’s immense Turbine Hall for the Tate Modern in London; the Austrian architect Hans Hollein’s postmodern designs for Frankfurt and Mönchengladbach; Rafael Moneo’s Fundació Pilar i Joan Miró in Palma de Mallorca, Spain; Tadao Ando’s compositions in light and concrete, culminating in his sublime complex of museums in Naoshima, Japan; the Swiss minimalist Peter Zumthor’s Kunsthaus Bregenz in Austria; Teodoro González de León and Abraham Zabludovsky’s Museo Tamayo in Mexico City; the Louvre Abu Dhabi, among the most poetic of Jean Nouvel’s many museums; Paulo Mendes da Rocha’s Brazilian Museum of Sculpture in São Paulo; the Japanese architectural firm SANAA’s translucent structures, most notably the 21st Century Museum of Contemporary Art Kanazawa; Frank Gehry’s aforementioned works in Bilbao and beyond; Lacaton & Vassal’s gritty, bare-boned renovation of the Palais de Tokyo in Paris; Rem Koolhaas’s open-ended Kunsthal Rotterdam and his firm’s buildings for the urban campus of the Garage Museum of Contemporary Art in Moscow; and Renzo Piano’s seminal contributions to museum architecture, including the Fondation Beyeler in Basel, with its intimate scale and connection to the neighboring fields and gardens.

			Countless other precedents, too many to name here, inform and inspire the work of today’s museum architects. But three turned up repeatedly in the conversations. Together, this trio describes a space of imagination and possibility that already decades ago gestured toward the future museum.

			The Centre Georges Pompidou, in Paris, arguably the most iconic museum building of them all, opened a generation’s eyes to the cultural, spatial, and urbanistic potential of the museum, with its transparent walls, column-free spaces, and guts revealed in vivid primary colors. “It has this wonderful porosity,” noted an architect who lives and works nearby. “It is connected to the city, constantly active through the plaza in the front, and by virtue of how the space inside can be used in a flexible way.”

			Like the Centre Pompidou, Lina Bo Bardi’s Brutalist structure for the Museu de Arte de São Paulo, known as MASP, which opened in 1968, is distinguished by a public space attached to the museum that is given over to the pulsing energy of the city. Exhibition spaces were pushed upward and downward, leaving a vast plaza—the largest covered span in Latin America at the time—that one architect described as “a place of reunion, celebration, protest, and representation, where everything happens.”

			The most frequently cited inspiration in these dialogues was the Louisiana Museum of Modern Art, which sits on a gorgeous coastal promontory a short drive north of Copenhagen. Established in 1958 with three Scandinavian Modern buildings designed by Vilhelm Wohlert and Jørgen Bo, the museum consists of simple structures connected by glass corridors that contribute to a seamless fusion of art, architecture, and nature. An architect born nearby described its “sense of timelessness” as being rooted in a “constant exploration of the relationship between inside and outside.”

			These three often-cited predecessors demonstrate that there is continuity in the aspirations of museum architecture. They presage many of the qualities that today’s architects expect to find in tomorrow’s museums. They are experiments in “desacralizing” the museum, in demonstrating that institutions can “unlearn hierarchy and control” and “get closer to everyday life.” They attempt to offer a “sense of welcome and empathy” that is “more participatory” and “less institutional.” They open up a “landscape of opportunities and activities.”

			A Step Forward

			To avoid any misunderstanding, none of the architects in this book is suggesting the museum should become some kind of anodyne community space. No one is proposing to kick the objects to the corner and abandon the museum’s edifying and research functions, turning it into funhouse entertainment. A great deal about the future museum will remain constant out of necessity. “A room full of paintings from the Dutch Golden Age or French Impressionists is unlikely to change much,” said one architect. “You will always need walls to hang them on, and spaces of contemplation in which you can admire them.” The museum, as the pinnacle of civic architecture, should continue to surprise, delight, and comfort future visitors.

			What the architects in this volume—along with the directors in The Future of the Museum—do espouse is an upgrade, a step forward. They seek to deliver the expert knowledge and meaningful experiences museums uniquely provide, but also to remove visible and invisible barriers to entry, to bring these cherished institutions more into sync with life as it is lived now.

			At the core of this line of thinking is a simple notion: that the museum belongs to all of us. While I was working on my last book, ICOM, the global federation of museums, was attempting to formulate a new definition of the museum. A December 2019 proposal had failed. Then, as this book neared completion, in late summer 2022, ICOM delegates met again. This time a new definition received resounding approval:

			A museum is a not-for-profit, permanent institution in the service of society that researches, collects, conserves, interprets and exhibits tangible and intangible heritage. Open to the public, accessible and inclusive, museums foster diversity and sustainability. They operate and communicate ethically, professionally and with the participation of communities, offering varied experiences for education, enjoyment, reflection and knowledge sharing.

			The key phrase here is in the service of society. A museum should benefit everyone, even in today’s polarized public life. Such a simple idea might arouse skepticism. Conservatives might assail it for being woke. Progressives may find it doesn’t reach far enough. Yet one can only hope that there is a space—in the abstract and the physical senses of the word—for people of all beliefs and from all walks of life to come together.

			What I am referring to is what used to be called, plain and simple, “public space.” Or what the nineteenth-century American landscape designer Frederick Law Olmsted called the sphere of “commonplace civilization”—a domain of shared experience, like Olmsted’s magnificent parks, that all people could access and enjoy. It’s no coincidence that so many architects bring up parks and libraries—two low-threshold spaces that are, crucially, free to enter in most cities—as models for tomorrow’s art institutions. Generations of thinkers have put forward similar ideas about the underpinnings of a healthy, open society that can offer an antidote to the atomizing tendencies of modern life. At their best, museums can provide precisely such a sense of belonging.

			I began by saying that this book is about a search for new museum hardware that can match the new museology captured in my earlier conversations with institutional leaders. The architects all conveyed a similar sense of urgency about the need for recalibration. The tumultuous experience of our recent past has accelerated a transition from the museum as a temple on a hill to a more engaged and democratic institution.

			Architects are tasked with translating these evolving ideals into tangible, functional, practical forms. But architecture alone—contending as it must with legacy structures, demanding clients, and the physical constraints of sites and materials—cannot coax out the full capacities of institutions. And a museum should never be confused with its building—it is so much more. What architecture can do is help museums get closer to achieving their potential.

			We thus come full circle, back to the software coursing through these buildings. The truth of the matter is that a great museum can function in a mediocre building, but no amount of architecture will make a great museum out of one lacking strong art or a thoughtful program. Adapting to an ever-changing society, the museum building, like the museum itself, will always remain in a state of construction. If architecture can be a partner and guide on this journey, it will have served its purpose well.

		

	
		
			The Dialogues

		

	
		
			Sites of Empathy

			Kulapat Yantrasast

			WHY Architecture, Los Angeles & New York City

			A VISIT TO A MUSEUM SHOULD BE LIKE ENJOYING A GARDEN OF IDEAS AND STORIES

			In the summer of 2022, I met up with Kulapat Yantrasast, founder of the Los Angeles–based architecture firm WHY, for steamed dumplings on a balcony overlooking the circular courtyard of Art Basel, in Switzerland. Wearing his trademark bright-colored jumpsuit, the architect greeted passing acquaintances every few seconds, it seemed. Cheerful and energetic, Yantrasast, who is in his early fifties, is a ubiquitous presence on the global art scene. His biography predisposes him to be the epitome of the twenty-first-century culturally multilingual, peripatetic architect: a youth spent in Thailand; early career in Japan, working alongside Tadao Ando, minimalist master of concrete and light; eventually founding his own studio in California, the seat of today’s and tomorrow’s cultural industries. Yantrasast’s practice extends beyond architecture to landscape design, furniture making, cuisine, and other creative pursuits. Uniting his museum projects is a belief in human-centered buildings that are open and accessible to all.
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			ANDRÁS SZÁNTÓ I recently had the pleasure of walking through your extension for the Asian Art Museum in San Francisco, as well as your galleries in the Academy Museum of Motion Pictures Arts and Sciences, in Los Angeles. What guides your thinking about museums?

			KULAPAT YANTRASAST Museums, with their Western origins, are sites of presentation and exclusivity. They were driven by class identities and exhibiting rare possessions. Museums consequentially symbolized a singular culture with a capital C. Architecturally, then, most historic museums were built as temples—for cults more than cultures. But this obsolete notion of the museum as a temple is on its way out. What we need now is a new and inclusive cultural platform.

			Working in various places in America, I was shocked and angry to learn that many people were historically barred from going inside museums. The path toward becoming a relevant place for cultures in the twenty-first century demands a full acknowledgment of the lessons of the past and a radical inclusivity that is open to all people. This must be achieved in both the hardware and the software of the museum, architecturally and programmatically.

			We definitely seem to be in a critical moment in the history of the museum.

			The awakening of the museum from the software perspective has been clear. The decolonizing of the museum, equality, and inclusivity are among the most critical issues of our times. Yet when it comes to museum architecture and design, these subjects are still not being addressed head-on. If museum architecture doesn’t evolve, the museum as a social institution will become irrelevant. It will not fit the new programs that societies need in order for us to grow and thrive as a whole.

			You once described your practice as architecture that makes people like each other. Where does that aspiration come from?

			I was born in Bangkok, Thailand. My parents are Chinese and Thai; I am a cultural mutt. Bangkok has a radical, inclusive social fluidity. Everyone looks out for one another in an intrinsic connectivity, almost like an ecology of plants. I then went to study in Japan and lived there for fifteen years, eight of them spent working closely with Tadao Ando, my mentor. But despite my deep love of refined Japanese cultures, I came to feel that as we keep abstracting architecture, we miss some essences of real living, of that diverse mash-up or spontaneous improvisation—a vibrant sense of being human. I felt the need to combine my Thai and Japanese roots, and figured America would be a good ground for exploration. Here, I hope to develop a clear yet complex architectural language while incorporating other voices, disparate interests, and even conflicting agendas into one shared architecture.

			In which of your museums do you feel you have accomplished that goal?

			The Grand Rapids Art Museum, built in 2007 in Michigan, the first art museum in the world to receive LEED Gold certification for environmental sustainability, is a good case study. Its goal is to balance an inspiring art experience with full commitments to its communities and environments. It serves as a sanctuary of cultures, and a welcoming portico and living room of the city. For the design of the American Museum of Natural History’s Northwest Coast Hall, I personally spent a few months living, and years conversing, with the nations and communities along the coast. We include countless voices from the people whose artworks are highlighted. Yes, the museum presents art objects, but it is fundamentally about the people, their human stories, their creative lives behind the objects.

			This, in a nutshell, is where the museum is headed—a place of social encounters as much as a storehouse for treasures. How might you achieve that at The Met, where you are currently transforming a suite of galleries?

			Our team is responsible for redesigning The Met’s Rockefeller Wing, which houses the arts of Africa, Oceania, and the Americas. The goal is to provide an uplifting destination for art and also a special place for people. Previously, artworks from three-quarters of the world got squished up into one wing, and these regions have so little in common. Critically, the design needs to bring recognition to the different cultures and clarity to the creative roots and contemporary societies. The gallery is designed for people to feel at ease, ready for their own discoveries. There are places to sit, contemplate, and even relax with Central Park. The planning takes advantage of sightlines and natural light—you might be a hundred feet from the window, but you’ll still have glimpses of the light and the park outside.

			I want to dig into design solutions that help to realize this idea of empathy. You mentioned the portico, the idea of in-between spaces, fuzzy perimeters. What else is there?

			Many people perceive museum design merely as form-making, that an art museum should look like a sculpture. I don’t think architecture should try to mimic sculpture. The potentials of architecture lie in the spaces, experiences, and meaningful interactions it can host and empower for people engaging with multiple art forms.

			When visiting museums, I often ask myself, “When and why do I feel connected and inspired?” In The Image of the City, a book published in 1960, Kevin Lynch, a godfather of urban planning, talks about what makes a city memorable. It’s about clarity of circulation and districts, recognition of landmarks and nodes. Museum design might offer a similar image for visitors’ experiences. Architecturally, the building should have high artistic qualities and civic presence. Experientially, it should provide spaces that encourage people to wander and make their own journeys. A visit to the museum should be like enjoying a garden of ideas and stories; there is no right or wrong way to visit a garden. You should build your own narrative and explore what your experience might be.

			The possibilities for people to find new stories and ideas are essential. People should own their experiences, rather than being told what to see or do. Having places for people to sit down, ponder, or daydream is key. Many new museums are planned mainly to cope with the large mass of visitors, so the circulation becomes like a conveying system. Visitors move from one painting to another, in a row, back to back. There is no place to slow down and look closely. It is crucial to provide “pocket spaces” in between artworks, so people can think about what they are experiencing and be in the moment.

			I like the term “pocket spaces”—these oases of sociability. But you can also go the other way, injecting exhibition elements into what were formerly considered non-art spaces. These two zones of the museum are often kept separate.

			Museums’ rigid separation between gallery and non-gallery spaces is being reconsidered, just as the sacred and the profane are being reconfigured in temples and plazas. The solution is not to mix everything up completely, but rather to insert things in between. And at the right moments, it’s also adding pocket spaces of sitting areas for discussion between groups of gallery spaces, or presenting art moments in between public or educational spaces. Museums do have these components in their programs, but the strategic planning and distribution of mixed integration have not been creatively explored.

			Which institutions have succeeded in creating this sense of welcome and interwovenness, in your eyes?

			The Louisiana Museum of Modern Art in Denmark is a great example for integrating nature, activities, and contemplative art experiences; it is lively and uplifting. The Menil Collection, in Houston, shows us a way in which museums could fuse into the community, weaving everyday life with inspiring moments that art provides. The WHY-designed Institute of Contemporary Art in Los Angeles is a good study of a full mash-up where galleries, museum offices, art classrooms, visitors’ lounges, and a library are interwoven in overlapping spaces, right in the heart of downtown.

			To your point about humility, many feel that we are in a post–Guggenheim Bilbao moment, a post-look-at-me moment. Many people seem to be skeptical about architecture that makes grand statements.

			The previous generation was about “great patron and architect know best.” Patron and architect were often working as one, two experts making a private cultural project that would become public later. Of course, some museums made that way worked well. But many others failed.

			However, cultures today are not necessarily made by elite and exclusive select fews anymore. Architecturally, what’s important for our generation is not just changing the style of building, making it more modern and open, with more glass, or adding new components to the museum, like co-working or cafés. This new beginning is fundamentally about democratizing the process of making the museum. You start by engaging and empowering the people whose cultures are present and whose voices are central, rather than assuming what cultural programs and representations they need.

			Is it also more about urbanism than “just” architecture?

			That’s one aspect of it. When it comes to the museum of the future, I think it should be a hybrid of social and cultural touchpoints. It should synergize with other social entities—with a school, a hotel, a workspace, or even collective or senior housing. Conceptually and experientially, we need to bring more ideas and discussions to the table. How could these touchpoints be planned and activated? Cultural clubs or third places, like Soho House, are trying to do something similar. They are making cultural hubs via hospitality, co-working, and social networking. The museum would benefit from looking into such hybrid approaches.

			There is, of course, a hybrid of a museum and a hotel, the Benesse House in Naoshima, Japan, by your mentor Tadao Ando. Your own practice expands even wider, to include food, garden design, and what you call “human flourishing.” Is that part of a generational attitude?

			My approach is in some ways a reaction to the previous generation, where The Fountainhead was the ideal—this obsession with the lone-wolf genius. I think our generation needs to focus on developing a great, inclusive orchestra, rather than celebrating an elite prima donna. We need to work hard to forge clear, strong, and comprehensive solutions. What I could start is a personal mash-up of what I love in Japan and Thailand. While I appreciate the abstraction and refinement of Japanese architecture and crafts, I also have a deep love for the warm, colorful, and messy jives, and the open-ended improvisation, in Thai creative forms.

			What do Los Angeles and the West Coast, where you live, mean to you?

			I feel like I have become an unofficial ambassador of Los Angeles. Of all big cities in the world, L.A. is one of the very few whose main industries are creative. We are not a banking, farming, or logistics city; we thrive on creative industries—films, music, advertising, design, architecture, and many more. People in L.A. are curious about what’s going on in cultures and trends; they want to connect and engage. In that sense, L.A. has one of the best infrastructures for cultural production and distribution. In L.A., you feel a sense of freedom and a welcoming vibe of come-as-you-are. The city leaves you alone; you can experiment and make mistakes. You have space to invent.

			With all of that in mind, then, how would you define a museum?

			It’s funny, everyone keeps trying to find another word: an art center, a mediathèque, a kunsthalle, an art institute. Museum seems like such a loaded term now. I struggle with its connotations, too. I want to see the museum defined as a vibrant cultural touchpoint that allows us to engage with diverse histories and other people’s ideas and stories. In addition, I go to museums when I want space of my own or time to think—so it is also a crucial touchpoint with myself. I go to museums for different reasons at different times: to ponder and try to understand, to look at something in particular, to get inspiration. These multiple aspects of a museum visit help me experience art and cultures and the world, as well as explore my own thought process and creative approach.

			I’m glad you brought up multiple visitor motivations. Previously museums were by and large designed through a single, expert curatorial filter. How can you design for multidimensionality, to accommodate these varied motivations?

			The museum is moving from a lone voice to multiple voices. At work, I often say diversity starts in the kitchen, from the get-go. We need different voices, disparate perspectives, and communication tools for us to connect and adapt. For architects, it is crucial to be open-minded and to help stakeholders and communities visualize ideas or design options, so we can make a collective decision together. Spatially, nimbleness and flexibility are much needed. The hardware needs to be open for future software upgrades for the museum to operate.

			Richard Rogers spoke about “loose fit” spaces, and the Centre Pompidou, which he designed with Renzo Piano, tried to allow for this looseness, accepting that cultural needs will change in the future.
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