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Is museum design lost in space? 

20 June 2008 

An exhibition at Denmark’s celebrated Louisiana Museum of Modern Art tackles the notion of architecture 

for art, says Hugh Aldersey-Williams 

Museums in the 21st century: concepts projects buildings 

Louisiana Museum of Modern Art, Humlebæk, Denmark 

www.louisiana.dk 

Until September 14 

For an art museum to put on an exhibition about art museums, though it happens rather a lot, always seems 

unwarrantedly solipsistic — like all those novels with writers as central characters — but if there is an 

instructive tension between contents and container, then maybe it’s worth another go. This is definitely the 

case at the Louisiana Museum in Denmark, whose exhibition on the subject opened this week. 

In Britain, it seems a good moment to take a look at this always excitable building type, with the Turner 

Contemporary and the Tate Modern addition both looking to break ground in the next few months. Herzog & 

de Meuron’s jagged glazed iceberg, now likely to become brick, will contrast strongly with its constrained 

treatment of the old power station. Meanwhile, Margate’s Turner project has now proposed two new bottles 

for the old wine of JWM Turner’s 19th century paintings — ultimately rejecting Snøhetta and Spence’s 

marine blob in favour of a safer design by David Chipperfield. Both experiences suggest how flexible, even 

arbitrary, the architectural idea of the art museum has become. 

Louisiana’s architecture curator Kjeld Kjeldsen has adapted a massive touring exhibition originated by the Art 

Centre Basel, book-ending it with the Louisiana Museum itself at one end of a timeline and Sanaa’s 21st 

Century Museum in Kanazawa at the other. In between are 70 or so museums from the mid-20th century to 

the present including Tadao Ando’s Chichu Art Museum in Naoshima, Shigeru Ban’s Metz Pompidou Centre, 

Steven Holl’s work for the Nelson-Atkins Museum of Art in Missouri, and others too over-exposed to name 

here. 

The Louisiana curators have adopted some faintly mocking categories in order to organise the display: shrine, 

sculpture, sanctuary, archive, laboratory, cultural centre, and cathedral. These do at least hint at the problem of 

what to expect from an art museum these days. But they are neither sharply diagnostic, nor as much fun as one 
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might have hoped. Other headings are essayed in the catalogue for the exhibition, both sets notable for making 

not the slightest reference to what it is that the buildings are there to display. 

In forgetting so many museums from the 1960s to 80s, Louisiana overlooks the places it is most likely to have 

inspired. 

So why take on this show? Developed from 1958 as a series of accumulations around a modest 19th century 

villa, the Louisiana Museum has achieved an uncommonly happy synthesis of art, architecture, landscape and 

even seascape — its site slopes gently down to the Øresund River. The setting refreshes the senses to general 

advantage and to the special advantage of the art in its galleries and gardens. On a visit in 2005, Jean Nouvel 

— whose Musée du quai Branly is included in the exhibition — was moved to call Louisiana “the living proof 

of a forgotten truth: that architecture has to power to transcend. It can reveal geographies, histories, 

vegetations, horizons, qualities of light.” 

Staging this exhibition as a celebration of its 50th birthday, Louisiana speaks of itself as “a model and source 

of inspiration” for museums since. Kjeldsen calls it “an architectural anti-monument, a non-cathedral where 

the visitors are welcomed as guests.” And so it is, even if its inspiration is of a kind that few now seek. The 

splashy Guggenheim model is more emulated. 

The sequence of exhibits is correspondingly skewed towards very recent projects. In forgetting such a swathe 

of museums from the 1960s to the eighties, Louisiana curiously overlooks the places it is most likely to have 

inspired or those with which it shares an agenda. For my money, these would include Renzo Piano’s Menil 

Museum, Norman Foster’s Sainsbury Centre, Louis Kahn at Yale, Josep Lluís Sert’s Miró and Maeght 

foundations, even Cambridge’s Kettle’s Yard. Absent here, all these places are sympathetic to the display of 

art by offering something other than big architecture and the paradoxically assertive neutrality of endless 

white boxes. 

Louisiana’s concluding exhibit, Sanaa’s 21st Century Museum of Contemporary Art in Kanazawa, the main 

city on the north shore of Japan’s main island, is by contrast like a walk-through of a Ben Nicholson relief. 

Eight years in, you could argue it’s a little soon to be consigning the folderol of the 21st century to a museum, 

but apparently that doesn’t matter as the museum’s website is full of explanation for the architectural concept 

with not a word about anything actually in the place. The collections pages are “under construction” — 

curious for a project finished in 2004. But then remember its name: it’s the museum that’s 21st century, not its 

contents. 

It’s an anticlimactic vision of the future, promising a post-Bilbao reassertion of neutral space over signature 

architecture maybe, but offering no hope for anything else other than an increasingly self-conscious 

continuation of high modernist idealism. It makes you wonder if the museum type isn’t, in its way, just as 

much of a busted flush as, say, the paradigmatic contemporary airport with its swooping steel structure. What 

Louisiana reveals — almost inadvertently, through its own setting rather than overt curation — is that 

museums need more humanity, more ideas, and fewer white cubes. 

 


