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ABSTRACT 
 
 
 Supervising Professor:  Richard Brettell 
 
 
 
 
Rooted in the late 18th and 19th century idea of the museum as a “library of past civilizations,” 

the universal or encyclopedic museum attempts to cover as much of the history of mankind 

through “art” as possible. The prototypes for this kind of museum are the Louvre, the British 

Museum, the Hermitage, and the Metropolitan Museum, which are enormous in scale and cover 

millennia of global cultural production.  

 

This dissertation will examine this model of the inclusive art museum in the early twenty-first 

century—essentially unbounded chronologically and geographically—and study its 

transformation in newer institutions less tied to national ideologies by analyzing three museums 

on three continents in buildings designed by three Pritzker prize winning architects. 

 

The first museum to be analyzed is a satellite location of the Louvre, located in northeastern 

France in the city of Lens.  Amid criticism that the Grand Louvre inordinately privileges 
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Parisians with all the French art and culture and none for the other areas of France, the Ministry 

of Culture and the Louvre Directorate initiated a call for proposals, with the one from the city of 

Lens being selected.  The Louvre is not the first museum to decentralize its holdings and use 

satellite locations, for the trend includes the Tate, the Guggenheim, and the Hermitage, but the 

location in Lens with a failing economy and no established cultural programs makes the case 

study intensely instructive and fascinating.  The world class Japanese firm SANAA designed the 

new museum. 

 

One of these institutions in a building by Peter Zumthor (LA, to start construction in 2019) was 

selected because it was planned after the museum had already decided to be “universal” and had 

selected an architect to design a building that would embody that universality in “modern” terms. 

This American urban museum does not have a “national” agenda, and its building is NOT rooted 

in the neo-classical or neo-baroque tradition of the universal museum, thus linking "universality" 

with "modernity."  

 

These two museums will be contrasted with a museum in a part of the world in which the 

universal art museum is a “European” import—Abu Dhabi.  A “branch” of the first great 

universal museum—the Louvre— the Louvre Abu Dhabi is situated in a massive building by the 

French architect, Jean Nouvel.
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 
 
 

“Vous avez crée un muséum; rassemblez-y soigneusement tout ce que la république renferme 

déjà de chefs-d’oeuvre […] et que la terre entière s’empresse d’y venir déposer ses trésors, ses 

singularités, ses productions; et tous les titres de son histoire: qu’il soit les archives du globe.” 

“You have created a Museum; carefully assembled here every masterpiece which 

the Republic [of France] already possesses…and the entire world will be eager to 

deposit its treasures, its singularities, its accomplishments; and the documents of 

its history: that [the Museum] be the archive of the world.”1 (author’s emphasis) 

This charge was given by Comte François Antoine de Boissy d’Anglas in 1793 to the 

museum commission responsible for gathering and collecting works of art for the newly created 

Musée Central des Arts in Paris which would be the future Musée du Louvre.2  The assertiveness 

exhibited in this early statement has become a mandate for the universal art museum, and the 

comte’s confidence and conviction represent the very essence of the universal art museum.  For 

the Grand Louvre as well as other universal art museums are, indeed, an archive, a repository for 

                                                

1 Sylvain Laveissière, Napoléon et le Louvre (Paris: Librairie Arthème Fayard, 2004), 14.  
2 Taylor L.Poulin.  “An Oasis in the Desert?  Issues and Intracacies Involving the Louvre Abu 

Dhabi Expansion”.  Inquiries Journal.  Vol 2, No. 02, 2010.  
http://www.inquiriesjournal.com/articles/177/an-oasis-in-the-desert-issues-and-intricacies-
concerning-the-louvre-abu-dhabi-museum-expansion.  Accessed 3 Apr 2018. 
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objects from all over the world and an archive from all time periods and to the extent possible – a 

world view. 

As to the effort to study the architecture of the universal museum, this type of museum is 

one of the most effective mechanisms for enabling cultural exchange.  Because the universal 

museum is not nationalistic in scope, it reflects a cosmopolitan sensibility with a broad mission 

of inclusiveness of many cultures.  James Cuno, President and CEO of the J. Paul Getty Trust, 

writes of  “… the need for the universal museum and the importance of analyzing the 

architecture in order to provide a model for developing nations that is not nationalistic in scope 

but rather cosmopolitan.”3  Acknowledging that the universal museum is a powerful entity 

associated with a mission that enables it to preserve the world’s culture and to advance the ideas 

of enlightenment, openness, and integration throughout the world,  Cuno argues that universal 

museums should be established everywhere in the world presently lacking one, emphasizing that 

this is the best way for cultural exchange to flourish.4   

 

The purpose of this dissertation is to identify, describe, and examine the characteristics of 

the post-World War II universal art museum as they apply to the architectural vocabulary, the 

architectural plans, and the modes of display in three universal museums.  This study will 

investigate this model of the universal art museum, essentially unbounded chronologically and 

geographically, and examine its transformation into a newer form, less tied to national 

                                                
3 James Cuno.  “Culture War:  The Case Against Repatriating Museum Artifacts.”  Foreign 

Affairs.  Nov/Dec 2014. V 93.  No. 6, 122. 
44 Ibid. 
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ideologies, resulting in a new modern “universality”.  It will focus on a comparative analysis of 

three universal museums built in the early twenty-first century: the Los Angeles County Museum 

of Art, the Louvre-Lens, and the Louvre Abu Dhabi. 

 

Before examining the three museums, however, a key term, universal museum, must be 

discussed.  The words, encyclopedic, universal, universal survey museum, and inclusive are all 

applied to the universal art museum.  For this dissertation, the word universal will be used.   

However, it must be noted that the term is hotly debated and not without its share of controversy. 

The term universal art museum seemed to lag behind the nomenclature encyclopedic museum 

and just returned to prominence in 2003 with the Declaration on the Importance and Value of 

Universal Museums.5   

 

Defining the universal museum, James Cuno in his remarks at Washington University 

School of Law in March 2004, fielded the question about the origin and meaning of the term 

universal museum posed to him.  Cuno said he “interpreted ‘universal museum’ to mean the 

same as ‘encyclopaedic museum;’ that a museums [sic] that aspires to building, presenting, and 

studying a collection of objects representative of the world’s many cultures.6  

                                                
5 “Encyclopedic Museum.”  Encyclopedia of Global Archaeology 

https://link.springer.com/referenceworkentry/10.1007/978-1-4419-0465-2_1982.  
6 James Cuno.  “View from the Universal Museum.”  Washington University School of Law.  26 

Mar 2004.  
https://law.wustl.edu/harris/Conferences/imperialism/Cuno_PAPER_ViewFromUniversalMuse
um.pdf   
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Cuno reiterates his thinking in his mission statement of the universal museums:   

  

...universal museums are dedicated to the proposition that the dissemination of 

knowledge and learning and the improvement of taste encourages refined and 

discriminating judgments between what is true and what is false, and the 

prerequisite for this is access to objects representative of the world’s diverse 

cultures: what I call comparative contextual context, on that, in addition to 

focusing on the particular allure of a given object, opens a door onto the fact of 

cultural hybridity by which one culture engages with and influences another.7 

 

The Dictionnaire Encyclopédique de Muséologie defines it as a category of museums 

“whose collections aim to encompass all the cultures of the world” with the concept of 

universality being linked to the Enlightenment in the 18th century and its application in the first 

great museums such as the British Museum and the Louvre.8 

 

Scholars Carol Duncan and Alan Wallach emphasize the predominance of the universal 

museum and its ability to assimilate new ideas.  “The universal survey museum is not only the 

first in importance, it is also the first museum type to emerge historically.  From the beginning it 

                                                

7 James Cuno. “View of the Universal Museum.” Imperialism, Art, and Restitution, ed. by John 
Henry Merryman (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2006): 32. 
8 André Desvallées and François Mairesse.  Dictionnaire Encyclopédique de Muséologie.  Paris: 

Armand Colin, 2011, 633. 
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was identified with the idea of the public art museum.”9  The universal museum has a broad 

mission to showcase the history of art through collections that exhibit an extensive range, and 

breadth of art.10  Moreover, it has evolved, especially since the nineteenth century, to include 

ethnographic objects. 

 

However, the relative complacency surrounding the definition of the universal museum 

came to the forefront in late 2002.  On December 8, 2002, a gathering of museum directors from 

forty of the world’s museums met to discuss contemporary issues facing their respective 

museums.  Reported first in January 2003 by Martin Bailey of the The Art Newspaper, of utmost 

importance to them was the request by countries for the repatriation of objects found in the 

museums’ respective museums.11  These issues were drafted into the Declaration on the 

Importance and Value of Universal Museums, for which thirty museums showed support, and 

nineteen signed, including the world’s leading museums of the Louvre, the Hermitage, the 

Metropolitan Museum, the British Museum and the State Museums of Berlin.12  Despite the 

Declaration’s rhetoric as a proponent of universality and its claim that “museums serve not just 

                                                

9 Carol Duncan and A. Wallach.  “The Universal Survey Museum.”  Art History Journal.  V 3, 
Dec 1980, 448-469.     
https://www.radford.edu/rbarris/art491%20Museum/art%20museum%20survey.pdf  Accessed 
on-line 20 Nov 2017. 
 
10 https://www.quora.com/What-are-Universal-Museums. 
11 Martin Bailey.  “We serve all cultures, say the big, global museums.”  The Art Newspaper.  

Jan 2003.  http://www.elginism.com/similar-cases/do-global-museums-really-serve-
everyone/20030111/4593/.  Accessed 29 Apr 2018. 

12. International Council of Museums.  “Declaration on the Importance and Value of Universal 
Museums.”  ICOM News.  No. 1. 2004.  
http://archives.icom.museum/pdf/E_news2004/p4_2004-1.pdf.    Accessed 30 Apr 2016. 
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the citizens of one nation but the people of every nation,”13 the signatories were all museums in 

North America and mainland Europe.  Not one museum outside these geographic locations was 

included. 

 

Although the original intention was to clarify how the institutions would manage 

repatriation of objects and their collections in general, by signing the Declaration, the directors 

placed their museums into a specific category, the universal museum, according to J. Minotis in 

his Masters of Arts Thesis, Defining the Characteristics of the Universal Museum: Mission, 

Collections, and Size.14   While I agree with Minotis’ conclusion that the directors placed their 

museums into a distinct and separate classification, I would not refer to it as a category, rather I 

believe it is a typology, the typology of the universal museum.  Advanced scholars such as Carol 

Duncan and Allan Wallach utilize the terminology type and typology to describe classifications 

for museums, rather than the word category, characterizing the word typology as one used by 

architectural historians.15   Duncan and Wallach suggest the “most important types are the large 

municipal and national museums devoted to surveys of old masters: and other types are the 

museums of regional collections and robber-baron museums.”16  It is a matter of semantics; 

                                                
13 Tom Flynn.  “The Universal Museum:  A Valid Model for the 21st Century?”.  

https://www.academia.edu/20053839/The_Universal_Museum_A_Valid_Model_for_the_21st
_Century .  Accessed 17 Dec 2018. 

14 John Nicholas Saunders Miniotis.  Defining the Characteristics of the Universal Museum:  
Mission, Collections, and Size.  Master of Arts Thesis.  U of Washington, 2014. 

15 Carol Duncan and Alan Wallach.  “The Universal Survey Museum.”  Art History Journal.  V 
3, Dec 1980.  Pp 448-469. 

16 Ibid., 451. 
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however, I do agree with Mr. Minotis that the directors of the major universal art museums 

considered themselves and their art museums to be elitist and separate from others. 

 

The contentious discussion following this Declaration meant that the definition of a 

universal museum came into question.  According to Charlotte Higgins, the chief arts editor of 

The Guardian, even the museum directors who signed the document could not give a precise 

definition of the term.17  At a meeting in London in November 2003, Phillipe de Montebello, 

who was Director of the Metropolitan Museum at that time, proclaimed the New York museum 

“represents the whole world.”18  He liked to refer  to the “context” within which objects were 

displayed such as Egyptian artifacts exhibited with palm trees or the re-creation of a medieval 

village in The Cloisters.  He gave the impression that to see the world, one did not even have to 

leave New York.19  Mikhail Piotrovsky, director of the Hermitage, acknowledged ideological 

roots for his museum from Catherine the Great to the education of the masses by the Soviets, and 

now as a “international wheeler-dealer” in the world economy with satellite museums and 

partnerships with the Guggenheim.20   Neil MacGregor, who was director of the British Museum 

at that time, argued that the British Museum had been established in 1753 not as a benefit from 

the king, but from the board of trustees.  “It was to have no owner, only beneficiaries: ‘studious 

                                                

17 Charlotte Higgins. “Arts: Forget marches and party politics. If you really want to change the 
world, become a museum director.” The Guardian, Nov. 27, 2003. 
https://www.theguardian.com/arts/higgins/story/0,,1093978,00.html  
18 Ibid. 
19 Ibid. 
20 Ibid. 
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and curious persons’, as the original statute proclaimed. Its job was to collect, organise and 

classify objects – and in so doing, allow them to be compared.”21  

 

This sudden return of the term universal art museum has provoked various reactions and 

especially skepticism, particularly by the countries seeking restitution.  George Abungu. former 

director general of the National Museums of Kenya, challenged this name of universal museum.   

I strongly contest the idea that some museums may call themselves Universal 

Museums. Surely all museums share a common mission and a shared vision.  Do 

Universal Museums claim to be universal on the grounds of their size, their 

collections, how rich they are? Moreover, each museum should have something 

special that makes it of universal value for humanity. For example, the National 

Museums of Kenya, of which I was Director until 2002, is universally known for 

its work on human origins.22  

Abungu suggests that the Declaration was more about self-interest and repatriation issues 

than achieving cultural goals for humanity.  “If the signatories of the Declaration are trying to 

create the idea that their collections are held in trust for all of humanity, then why do they still 

                                                
21 Ibid. 
22 George Abungu.  “The Declaration:  A Contested Issue.” ICOM News.  2004. 

http://archives.icom.museum/pdf/E_news2004/p4_2004-1.pdf   
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call themselves by their original names? Why not ‘Universal Museum in Britain’ rather than 

‘British Museum’?”23 

Because of the controversy generated by the Declaration, some scholars refer to the 

universal museum as the encyclopedic museum now.  And- conversely, the perception of the 

universal museum as a monument to the Enlightenment is often used as an argument to deflect 

attention away from its actual evolution as a product of colonial adventure and acquisitive 

imperialism.24 

Thus, the term universal museum is complex and often contradictory.  Is the universal 

museum truly universal?  No. If one considers an entity whether a museum, organization, or a 

religion that represents itself to be catholic but is not inclusive of all languages, then it is not 

truly universal.  And- there are 6500 languages in the world; so encompassing all of those in an 

organization is a herculean task.  Is the universal museum truly cosmopolitan?  The universal 

museum is dominated by Western art history, works of art, and Western trained curators; the art 

market, too, is dominated by the U.S. and the U.K., although it is moving east.  So, again, no, the 

universal museum is not truly cosmopolitan.  In the collections, all museums have lacunae.  For 

example, the Grand Louvre is lacking in Asian art and until recently, it was lacking in Islamic 

art.  The intent of the universal museum is to be inclusive of the products of mankind, and as 

such, it is a forms construction, repeatedly being updated and refreshed.   

                                                
23 Ibid. 
24 Flynn, 51. 
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While James Cuno comes across as self-serving, wanting to preserve his own financial 

wealth, with his interest in maintaining the universal museum, at the same time, it is idealistic to 

think that the universal museum with its diverse collections is an antidote for the nationalism that 

is sweeping through the United States, Britain, Poland, Hungary, and Turkey.  Moreover, it 

seems that he is devious in suggesting a universal museum of their own for developing countries 

as a device to keep them from reclaiming their cultural property.  Do the collections in a 

universal museum matter?  Does it matter whether the Nefertiti is exhibited in Berlin or Cairo?  

To students and people interested in scholarship, probably not.  They can research in either 

location.  But, to the cities marketing their museum as a tourist attraction, every unique piece of 

art is important in gaining visitors. 

If the term universal museum is considered dated, is the universal museum itself even 

still relevant?  In the United Arab Emirates, the answer is yes.  The Louvre Abu Dhabi just 

opened in November 2017, and it is a purpose-built museum with a straight-forward mission 

statement to be a universal museum.  The mission statement for the museum clearly defines it as 

a universal museum on its website, stating “A UNIVERSAL MUSEUM IN AN ARAB 

WORLD.”
 25

 

To the Emiratis, the universal museum brought a concept that was politically effective in 

dealing with the West, a discourse from which they have traditionally been excluded.  In their 

                                                
25Louvre Abu Dhabi.  https://www.louvreabudhabi.ae/en/about-us/our-story.  Accessed 1 Dec 

2017.  
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pursuit of cultural capital, they chose to overlook the fact that the universal museum with its 

Eurocentric practices and rhetoric would be ineffective in producing a utopian cosmopolitan 

entity.   But, interestingly, the new director of the Metropolitan Museum of Art, Max Hollein, a 

European himself, seems to be impressed with the Louvre Abu Dhabi’s conceptual way of 

representing world cultures and the way the narratives involving those cultures are evolving 

within the museum, and he regards this museum as a model for the future.26 

Not all new museums in the twenty-first century are keen to be universal museums.   In 

Senegal, the Musée des Civilisations Noir (MCN), also known in English as the Museum of 

Black Civilizations, recognized the ideals embodied by the Louvre – a joint venture of nation and 

tradition, “creating at once a prestigious display windows, a didactic institution and lieu de 

mémoire.”27  Nevertheless, it did not want to be associated with not only the universal museum 

as expressed by the Grand Louvre but with the nation of France itself.  Having just opened in 

December 2018, the MCN is a pan-African museum, celebrating works of black civilizations 

globally and, in particular, seeking repatriation of African artifacts stolen during Colonial period. 

Although the museum professes to be independent, it has received $34 million in funding from 

China.  Scholars, art experts, and the media are carefully watching to see if Senegal has traded 

one Colonial master for yet another. 

                                                
26 Andrew Goldstein.  “ New Met Director Max Hollein on How He Plans to Lead the Museum 

into a More Egalitarian Future.  artnet news.  24 Sept 2018. 
27 Alexandra Galitzine-Loumpet.  “An Unattainable Consensus?  National Museums and Great 

Narratives in French-speaking Africa.”   Nov 2011.  
http://www.ep.liu.se/ecp/078/038/ecp12078038.pdf.  Accessed 15 Dec 2018. 
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 Furthermore, the controversies surrounding the universal museum has even come to the 

fore in the contemporary film, Black Panther.  The movie raises issues regarding “cultural 

appropriation and repatriation, the racial composition of museum staffs, and the lingering 

stereotypes regarding visitors of color.”28 Killmonger, who is actually the villain, is belittled by 

the security guards and made to feel that he does not belong there.  A white curator, carrying her 

cup of coffee, rushes up to explain the provenance of the African objects he is looking at., and 

Killmonger informs her that the museum used devious tactics to obtain the artifacts. The tension 

builds between the two until Killmonger announces that he has poisoned the curator’s coffee, 

and as she falls down dead, he whisks away the objects that belonged to his country.  The point 

is made about racism and repatriation even if we all know no curator would be in her galleries 

with a cup of coffee. 

However, as the twenty-first century is roaring into its first twenty-five years, the 

mission, purpose, and goals of the universal museum are being questioned by the more astute 

museum directors.  Anne Pasternak, the perceived radical director of New York’s other 

encyclopedic museum, the Brooklyn Museum, sees the universal museum as needing to reinvent 

itself.  She argues: 

 

                                                
28 Mary Carole McCauley.  “’Black Panther’ raises difficult questions in museum community.” 

Baltimore Sun.  2 Mar 2018. 
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If you look historically at what it means to be a great museum, 100 years ago it 

was measured by your grand temple-like architecture, the number of artworks you 

had in your collection, and the most famous masterpieces in the collection.  Then, 

in recent decades, it’s been more about expansion—expanding a museum’s 

footprint along with its budgets.  Now, I think the job is really one of reinvention 

– of questioning the orthodoxies of the past and creating a sustainable, relevant, 

exciting path forward.29 

Even the Metropolitan Museum of Art which is weighed down with institutional 

complacency has plans to exhibit art in a different manner than before.  In discussing his new 

tenure as director of the Met, Max Hollein remarks: 

I don’t want to an art historical excursus, but encyclopedic museums were all 

founded more or less as an idea of the enlightenment – to bring the cultures of the 

world to one place and then tell some kind of linear story.  The perception was 

that you start with ancient Egypt, then Greece and Rome, ands then Europe, so 

you have a linear, very Eurocentric narrative.  Obviously, in our time of 

globalism, it’s way more important to show not only the simultaneity of cultures 

and how they are more intertwined than we once conveyed, but also that there are 

                                                
29 Andrew Goldstein.  “Brooklyn Museum Director Anne Pasternak on How an Encyclopedic 

Institution Can Address Entrenched Racism and Sexism.”  artnet.com  3 Dec 2018.  
https://news.artnet.com/art-world/anne-pasternak-brooklyn-museum-interview-part-1-
1408375.  Accessed 1 Dewc 2018. 
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different perspectives on history depending on the vantage point of the culture in 

question.30 

 

This dissertation will examine the universal art museum in the twenty-first century in 

three cities, on three continents where one (LACMA) had already decided to be a universal 

museum, Lens is a satellite museum, and the Louvre Abu Dhabi is an Import of the western 

museum.  

In researching the universal museum, there is a rich body of literature that covers a general 

survey of the museum. Andrew McClellan, professor of Art History at Tufts University and 

former Dean of Arts and Sciences there, has a chapter devoted to each subject of architecture, 

collecting and classification, the public, commercialism such as museum shops and corporate 

sponsors, and repatriation in his single volume The Art Museum from Boullée to Bilbao.  In Carol 

Duncan’s Civilizing Rituals: Inside Public Art Museums, the author investigates how museums 

create a ritualistic setting for visitors and control how they view the art and objects through 

programming and even the circulation and progression through the museum.   Nathaniel Burt’s 

Palaces for the People: A Social History of the Art Museum in America, and Gabriel Weisberg’s 

Collecting in the Gilded Age: Art Patronage in Pittsburgh 1890-1910 both provide an overview 

of the social and cultural histories of art museums and their patrons who were driven for 

                                                
30 Andrew Goldstein.  “New Met Director Max Hollein on How He Plans to Lead the Museum 

into a More Egalitarian Future.”  Artnet.com 24 Sept 2018.  https://news.artnet.com/art-
world/met-director-max-hollein-interview-1354600.  Accessed 1 Dec 2018. 
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respectability and social prominence as well as the all-consuming avocation of collecting that 

prevailed at the time. 

The literature of the historical context and origins of the universal museum is inclusive as 

well, describing the evolution of the universal museum: 16th century private collections and 

Wunderkammers that formed early universal museums; Enlightenment period museums, which 

were really universal museums, and refined the taxonomy and classifications system; to the 

purpose-built structures of the seminal art museums in the nineteenth century.  Writing on the 

early universal museums, Stephen Weil, the late Scholar Emeritus at the Smithsonian Center for 

Education and Museum Studies, suggests in his article “From Being about Something to Being 

for Somebody: The Ongoing Transformation of the American Museum” that although museums 

began in the sixteenth and seventeenth century, it was the growth of private collectors who 

shaped the early universal museum as they began to collect varied objects and specimens.  

Antonio Paolucci in Great Museums of Europe: The Dream of the Universal Museum concurs 

that these early cabinets of curiosities or Wunderkammers became the first universal museums.  

These were followed by the Enlightenment period museums which Neil MacGregor in the 

preface to Enlightenment: Discovering the World in the Eighteenth Century, argues were also 

universal museums because they housed the sciences and art under one roof and developed a 

new classification method.  By the nineteenth century, the universal concept was partially 

abandoned in favor of museums that were more focused on universal education and were more 

nationalistic in scope, of which German museums became the seminal architecture for the art 

museum, as aptly described by James Sheehan in Museums in the German World: From the End  
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of the Old Regime to the Rise of Modernism. By the twentieth century, museums refocused their 

mission from education to collections once again.  

Of course, no literature review would be complete without including the unabashedly 

pro-universal museum literature of James Cuno.  Museums Matter:  In Praise of the 

Encyclopedic Museum in which he argues the visitor has control over their experience rather than 

the curator.  However, the veracity of his argument is called into question by other scholars who 

consider that collections and exhibitions are controlled by curators, financial elite, and state-

controlled agents who are Western-centric.   Who Owns Antiquity? Museums and the Battle Over 

Our Ancient Heritage, also by James Cuno, takes up his argument that antiquities should remain 

in universal museums for a common heritage rather than being returned to a nationalistic 

museum in the country of the source of the antiquity. 

The literature for my research regarding curating and modes of display consists of Hans 

Ulrich Obrist’s A Brief History of Curating in which he interviews prominent museum 

professionals regarding their experience with exhibitions including problems with display, 

architecture and any restrictions or limitations with the material displayed.  In Thinking about 

Exhibitions, the editors Reesa Greenberg, Bruce Ferguson, and Sandy Nairne have collected an 

anthology of essays dealing with a wide span from the importance of the curator as an interpreter 

of history to modernism and nationalism. 

 

There is a large body of literature surrounding the genesis of the museum, curating, and 

exhibitions, however, when the focus is narrowed to the architecture of these three museums in 



 

17 

the early twenty-first century, extant literature consists primarily either of photojournalism or 

essays about the museum incorporated in the architect’s entire oeuvre with little analysis, 

comparison, or criticism on the connection with modernism. For LACMA’s new building, the 

literature is inadequate with only newspaper articles available.  

 

While there are numerous books and articles concerning Jean Nouvel’s existing 

structures, this dissertation will be one of the first books in English to address the architecture of 

the Louvre Abu Dhabi. The museum opening in November 2017 precludes any existing literature 

on that museum with the exception of Laurence Des Cars’ book, Naissance d’un Musée, and 

abbreviated mentions in photojournalism books.  And – surprisingly, even a year after its 

opening, the Louvre Abu Dhabi does not have a catalog of its collections.  

 

This dissertation will expand on the existing scholarship. It will examine the architectural 

vocabulary, the collections and gallery spaces, and the issues of gentrification and 

cosmopolitanism using a methodology of formal analysis to compare three universal museums 

from a scholarly perspective with critical commentary.  Drawing on extensive fieldwork, 

archival research, and personal interviews, this dissertation will contextualize the universal 

museum in relation to modernism with a broader perspective to understand the role of 

architecture in the world-wide expansion of the universal museum as a typology. 
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CHAPTER 2 
 

OVERVIEW OF THE UNIVERSAL MUSEUM 
 
 
 The museum as typology has two contradictory functions - the first being to protect the 

collection in perpetuity and the second – counterintuitively - to allow access for as many people 

as possible to experience the works in person.  Which museums survive over time becomes a 

judgment call as humans decide what to keep for our existence, what to pass on to posterity, and 

what to allow to fall into ruin.  There are variances in the architecture and many variables such as 

how the curating colors the choice of the structure.  “Information informs form,”31 and if the 

design parameters change, then the form whether of the exterior structure or the interior gallery, 

changes.  It becomes very nearly a contest between the architecture and the curator, and the ideal 

architecture may or may not be a generic “box” that allows for all ideas.  However, the primary 

experiential focus of the museum remains one person and that person’s rapport with a work. 

 

Historically, societies have allocated large amounts of wealth and expertise to the 

construction of temples and cathedrals.  In the twenty-first century, our society continues this 

precedence by devoting enormous resources to fabricating museums of art, contributing to their 

maintenance, and promoting their agendas.  Relegating the art museum to a simple business plan 

model of labor costs and creative expenses is a mistake, however; for this civic structure, more 

than any other, has consistently been used by the patron class to re-affirm their power, social 

prestige, and authority.  Since its inception in the period of the Enlightenment, the art museum 

                                                
31 W. Mark Gunderson.  Architect.  Personal Interview.  Fort Worth, Texas.  4 Apr 2018. 
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has been the receptacle to exhibit art, catalog it, and store it.  The museum is a Western invention 

and the epitome of Western culture.  Idolized and copied throughout the world now, the art 

museum has become the formative tool of modernism, at times a means to reconfigure the 

colonial past and a selling point for cities eager for tourism, known as the “Bilbao effect”, and a 

way to confer prestige and status on the city. The art museum’s architecture, its physical 

appearance whether avant-garde or neo-classical, its monumental size, the ornamentation or lack 

thereof, the haptic qualities of the materials, and even its landscaping – all signal the museum’s 

importance in establishing the dominance, status, and reputation of a city and its patrons. 

 

For architectural historians, there is a taxonomy for ceremonial monuments, and that is to 

categorize them by type.  An example given, in Medieval Art, is the scholarly labeling and 

distinguishing between abbey churches, palace chapels, and cathedrals.   According to Carol 

Duncan, these same similarities for categorizing prevail in the museum world as well, 

distinguishing between types of museums. 32   This typology in the museum world encompasses 

two important types: first, the large municipal and national museums, which house dedicated 

surveys of Old Masters and monumental art through the ages, and second, the contemporary art 

museum devoted to modern art.  There are other types such as specialized regional collections 

and the museums in mansions of the robber-barons of the Gilded Age.  Moreover, the universal 

art museum may also include highly specialized museum types, but house them in separate 

sections or specific wings.  Each of these museum types has its own iconographic program, and 

                                                
32 Carol Duncan and Alan Wallach.  “The Universal Survey Museum.”  Art History Journal.  V 

3, Dec 1980.  Pp 448-469. 
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the museum is planned in such a way as to route the visitor through it.  Even the iconographic 

program is pre-determined, having long been established in the encyclopedic art history canon, 

particularly in the United States, with the textbooks of Helen Gardner, H. W. Janson, and H. H. 

Arnason.  

  

The antecedents of museums can be found in the accumulations of rare objects in the 

treasuries of ancient temples, and in medieval cathedrals, and in the family chapels of Italian 

Baroque churches.33 The rudimentary beginnings of the  modern museum incorporated some 

ideas from antiquity such as the use of temple-like architecture. . 

 

Even the idea of collections and the accumulation of world knowledge was evident as 

early as the 7th century BCE. in the library of Ashburaipal, the last of the Assyrian kings.  His 

collection of approximately 30,000 clay tablets and fragments, including the Epic of Gilgamesh, 

was monumental, and today it is housed at a universal museum. the British Museum. 

 

In antiquity, The Temple of Concord in the Forum Romanum “at the foot of Capitoline 

Hill, on the Clivus Capitolinus between the Temple of Vespasian and Titus, the Arch of 

Septimius Severus and the Mamertine Prison”34 was originally dedicated as a temple of 

reconciliation between the patricians and the plebeians (the Lex Licinia) in 367 BCE by Marcus 

                                                
33 Carol Duncan.  Civilizing Rituals.: Inside Public Art Museums.  (New York: Routledge, 1995), 

22. 
34 “Temple of Concord”.  http://sights.seindal.dk/sight/162_Temple_of_Concord.html.   

Accessed 3 Nov 2015. 
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Furius Camillus but was not actually constructed until 167 BCE.35  Originally, it was dedicated 

to the goddess Concordia and was used as an occasional meeting site for Roman senators, and it 

was used during times of civil disobedience, for it was here that Cicero delivered his fourth 

Catilinarian oration.36   The structure was destroyed and then restored a number of times; but, 

according to Pliny the Elder’s Natural History, Tiberius, as the heir to Augustus, rebuilt it 

between 7 and 10 CE, using “opulent marble and rich architectural ornamentation”.37  Tiberius 

used the structure to exhibit Greek sculpture, paintings, and other works of art, listed in Pliny the 

Elder’s Natural History, thus making it an early art museum.38 

  

The earliest museums followed this precedent and were based on the architecture of 

temples and palaces, very much ritualistic.  However, historically, the modern museum is not 

based in antiquity, but rather is considered to have evolved from the sixteenth, seventeenth, and 

eighteenth century princely collections.39   

 

 The rise of the private collector and his wonder cabinet or Wunderkammer with its 

collection of not only art objects but specimens from nature were the seeds of the early universal 

museums. One significant example is the late Renaissance Italian nobleman Cassiano dal Pozzo, 

                                                
35 Bjorn C. Ewald and Carlos E. Norena.  The Emperor and Rome: Space, Representation and 

Ritual.  (Cambridge: Yale U P, 2010), 161-167. 
36 Ibid. 
37 Ibid. 
38 Ibid. 
39 Ibid. 
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a secretary of Cardinal Francesco Barberini, who was an antiquarian with interests in drawings 

commissioned after the Antique as well as drawings from Quattrocento and High Renaissance 

artists as well as scientific instruments and botanical plants.40  He called his collection Museo 

Cartaceo or rather “Paper Museum”.41  Dal Pozzo applied a systematic methodology in which 

classical monuments were drawn to scale and annotated, a method which would not become 

standardized until the mid-1700s.42    Visitors to his court were expected to be dazzled by his 

riches and collection.  Eventually his Museo Cartaceo was sold to George III of England where 

it remains today, still a part of the Royal collection.  It must be noted that this is exceptional as 

most of the princely collections and aristocratic collections from this period have long been 

disbursed and disassembled. 

 

By the eighteenth century, the art from princely collections and from royal collections 

such as Charles II of Spain, Emperor Rudolf II, Cardinal Mazarin, and Archduke Leopold-

William of Brussels were transformed into public collections.43  Within the period of the 

Enlightenment in the mid-eighteenth century, philosophers such as Diderot, Voltaire and other 

thinkers argued for the art treasures that were stored in the old Louvre palace to be put on display 

for the public to view.  Even before the 1789 French Revolution, Lafont de Saint-Yenne argued 

                                                
40 David Freedburg.  The Eye of the Lynx: Galileo, His Friends, and the Beginning of Modern 

Natural History.  (Chicago: U of Chicago P, 2002), 15-38. 
41 Ibid. 
42 Ibid. 
43 Carol Duncan and Alan Wallach.  “The Universal Survey Museum.”  Art History Journal.  V 

3, Dec 1980.  Pp 448-469. 
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in a 1747 pamphlet for the renovation of the Louvre palace and the creation of a royal art gallery 

to showcase the nation’s wealth and masterpieces.44  The audience at this time was not a middle 

class one, rather this museum was to appeal to other aristocrats and the educated bourgeoisie.45  

In 1750, the first public art gallery opened in France at the Luxembourg Palace in which 

descriptions from the period report hundreds of paintings being displayed from the royal 

collection.46 

 

Almost a decade before the French Revolution, King Louis XVI and his Director General 

of Buildings, Comte d’Angiviller, began a program of social control to hone public opinion and 

turn it in their favor.  The monarchy felt it had something to gain by aligning the monarch’s 

interests with those of the nation.  In particular, the King felt that by having a public art gallery 

his regime would be viewed as having the nation’s interests at heart, and his Director General 

organized in a committee in 1777 to develop a plan to transform the Louvre’s rooms into art 

galleries.47  Additionally, Comte d’Angiviller began to acquire Flemish and Dutch paintings to 

fill in where the Royal Collection of painting was lacking.48  Nevertheless, the Louvre galleries 

were not completed at the time of the Revolution. 

                                                
44 Ibid. 
45 Ibid., 453-454. 
46 Andrew McClellan.  The Art Museum from Boulée to Bilbao.  (Berkeley:  U of California 

Press, 2008), 118-120. 
47 Duncan, 454. 
48 Ibid 
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With the Revolution, the king’s properties became those of the nation and thus, the 

public’s.  The Louvre galleries became of paramount importance.  Between 1792 and 1793, the 

new state confiscated the King’s art collection and “declared the Louvre a museum.”49  It opened 

on the anniversary of the Revolution on August 10, 1793.50   

 

From the Revolution and the Napoleonic campaigns, the Louvre gained substantial works 

of art from displaced nobility as well and the Revolutionary Wars in Belgium (1794-1795) and in 

Italy and Egypt, even more cultural heritage was transgressively appropriated and transferred to 

the Louvre.  This was done as a means of “furthering the principles of philosophy, the creations 

of science, the discoveries of genius and for accelerating the development of reason and 

happiness among men.”51  This use of one of the principles of the European Enlightenment as a 

justification for looting another country’s heritage became a commonly used trope in modern 

museological rhetoric. 

 

Napoleon’s desire was to establish a universal museum that would ascertain the 

superiority of French culture and art and also exemplify France’s military strength.  Therefore, 

the art and the museums that housed them were transformed into facilities of the state’s power, 

                                                
49 Ibid 
50 Ibid 
51 G. Bazin, The Museum Age, New York:  Universe Books, 1967,  174. 
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and “Severing these objects from their context and stripping them of some of their historical 

value was critical to their politicization.”52 

 

With the creation of the public art museum, iconographic programs became important.  A 

taxonomy for paintings emerged; they were now categorized by national schools and art 

historical periods.53  Moreover, a uniformity of presentation was developed, requiring 

standardized frames; and labelling of the works gained prominence.54  Most importantly, a new 

class of people – the middle class – were able to visit this new institution.    

 

The public art museum not only became an envelope for the art, but it constituted  a new 

experience for the visitor, a new way of seeing the art.55  It also changed social relations; people 

had a new gathering place, the museum, for social interaction.  Moreover, people were not 

viewing the art as a servant to a prince or lord; rather, they were a citizen of the state and 

therefore had a vested interest in this public art museum.56   

  

By the turn of the nineteenth century, museums became less universal and more 

nationalistic in scope with museums being built to showcase a country’s wealth in collections, 

                                                
52 Sylvia Lavin.  Quatremère de Quincy and the Invention of a Modern Language of 

Architecture.  Boston:  MIT Press, 1992, 152. 
53 McClellan, 455. 
54 Ibid. 
55 Ibid., 456. 
56 Ibid. 
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artifacts, and art.  Universal education was a primary focus.  It is also at this time that the art 

museum became more fully developed as a building type, especially in Germany.  The modern 

museum began as a revolutionary new public space over 250 years ago and often, in purpose-

built buildings for collections that were formerly private or had restricted access and were now 

available to the public. 

 

In Germany, Ludwig of Bavaria built his own structure, the Glyptothek (1816-1830), in 

Munich to house his collection.   In a like manner, the Hermitage opened the palace in 1853 as a 

public art museum, but it exuded much the same ambience as the Glyptothek.  There was a strict 

dress code, and the visitors were announced.57  So in effect, the visitor had a sense of still being 

in a princely art gallery rather than a public art museum.58  

 

Whereas the French would use existing buildings to house their art, the Germans would 

have buildings constructed specifically for the purpose of displaying art.   The two seminal 

German museums were Karl Friedrich Schinkel’s Altes Museum (1822-1828) in Berlin and Leo 

von Klenze’s Glyptothek (1816-1830) in Munich.  Becoming an important part of the urban 

environment and the newly industrializing city, Schinkel’s Altes Museum (Fig. 1) was 

strategically placed closed to the center of power, located at one end of the Lustgarten and facing 

the royal palace and close to the arsenal, the cathedral, and the university.  Von Klenze’s 

                                                

57 Duncan. 
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Glyptothek (Fig. 4), on the other hand, was located in Munich’s new suburban area and formed 

the centerpiece of the Königsplatz.  

 

Figure 1.  Altes Museum Façade.  Berlin, Germany. 

 

At the turn of the nineteenth century, scholarly advisors for art museums advocated for a 

scenario which would replicate the traditional conditions of the academy and the artist’s studio.  

However, Schinkel and von Klenze argued for a different type of experience that would include 

the public and incorporate a lavish decorative element to frame the artworks.  The architect 

wanted an integrated approach that would both educate and entertain the audience and as an end 

result would re-shape the bourgeois mind.  Schinkel, in particular, argued forcefully for the role 

of architecture in the equation. 

 

Schinkel, most especially, grasped the importance of the socio-political implications of post-

revolutionary France and Europe, and he understood particularly well the place of civic buildings 

and public institutions in the the rapidly modernizing world.  Schinkel was familiar with the 

Louvre and with Jean-Nicolas-Lois Durand’s treatise on building types (1802-1805) with a 

museum plan of clearly proportioned rooms, specific room functions, and multiple entry points.  
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Thus, while Schinkel was mindful of precedent and the needs of space for art, he was also 

practical and aware of the changing attitudes and modernity coming to post-revolutionary 

Europe. 

 

Both Schinkel and von Klenze used Hellenistic classicism in their museum architecture.  

Von Klenze copied assiduously from the Hellenistic tradition while Schinkel shows a more 

innovative approach.   The exterior of the Altes Museum is taken from the Greek stoa poikile in 

Athens.59  While scholars often refer to the museum as a temple of art, the stoa was actually a 

covered colonnade and most importantly, a secular structure. The building front consists of 

eighteen Iconic columns covering the 285 ft. front of the structure with the other three sides 

remaining free of decoration, and composed of strictly brick and stone banding with no columns. 

 

Schinkel wanted two equestrian statues of mounted knights flanking the entrance to the 

museum.  This was not completed until 1842 when the “Fighting Amazonian Woman” by 

August Kiss was added to the right side of the entrance stairs to the building and then, again, in 

1861 when “Lion Fighter” by Albert Wolff was added to the left side. 

 

The museum building itself is given a gravitas and importance by being raised on a 

plinth.  While giving the sense of dominance, this was not the actual purpose of building the 

structure on a plinth; rather, it had a practical reason in that it keeps floodwater out of the 

                                                

59 James J. Sheehan, Museums in the German Art World:  From the End of the Old Regime to the Rise of Modernism.  (Oxford: 
Oxford U P, 2000), 73. 
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museum and away from the artworks when the Spree River floods since the museum is built on 

an island in the river.  Moreover, its original dome is an exact replica of the one at the Roman 

Pantheon.  In order not to compete with the actual cathedral on the island, the dome of the Altes 

Museum is covered over with a square cover. 

 

Schinkel argued that the sight of the central rotunda was an emotional one, “a beautiful 

and sublime space [that] has to make one receptive for and attuned to the pleasures and 

understanding of that which the building really houses.”60  He felt that the emotion associated 

with the architecture was a mark of sophistication and would take precedence over the everyday  

thinking of the scholars and academics, concerned with utilitarian functions and financial 

considerations.61  To Schinkel, the public would not only come to view art, but the museum itself 

would be recognized as a civic building type where civilizing rituals would take place, but more 

importantly, the building type would be established as architecture.62 

 

Significantly, so great was Schinkel’s emphasis on architecture when the Altes Museum 

opened in 1829, the public was invited to view it, but it was shown to them completely empty.63  

This is rarely done.  In recent history, Peter Eisenman’s Wexner Center for the Arts opened in 

                                                
60 Karl Friedrich von Schinkel.  Quoted in Michaela Giebelhausen,. The Architecture of the 

Museum: Symbolic Structures, Urban Contexts. (New York:  Manchester U P, 2003), 4. 
61 Giebelhausen, 4. 
62 Ibid. 
63 Ibid. 
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1989 with the building as the main attraction and Daniel Libeskind’s Jewsih Museum in Berlin 

had an extended duration for just viewing the structure.64 

 

Around the rotunda, Schinkel built for wings to contain the work (Fig. 2), and as Durand 

had suggested, Schinkel planned two floors with sculpture on the first floor and paintings on the 

second floor,65 which became the hierarchy of power in the art museum because it allowed for 

the paintings to receive more light.66  Grouped around two inner  courtyards, Schinkel had 

galleries for art which were sub-divided by regularly spaced Corinthian columns, and there were 

offices for administrators and scholars as well as storage rooms in the basement.67  “Coins, 

medallions, vases, and small antiquities plus a library”68 were housed in the basement as well. 

 

Figure 2.  Altes Museum, Berlin.  Plan of the Ground Floor. 
 
The decorative element in Schinkel’s museum was minimal.  The coffered ceilings above the 

rotunda were subtle as were the decorations on the columns.  His planned frescoes were only 

able to be added after his death.69 

                                                
64 Ibid. 
65 McClellan, 66. 
66 Sheehan, 79. 
67 McClellan, 66. 
68 Sheehan, 79. 
69 Ibid., 78. 
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Durand in his treatise suggested that the rotunda should be a gathering point or a reunion point; 

Schinkel wanted his rotunda to be the welcoming or entry point.  Schinkel saw the rotunda as 

having a liminal or introductory position.  Because Schinkel’s rotunda is is disguised on the 

exterior, it is a nice surprise to the visitor in going from the outside to the interior of the museum.  

Schinkel justified his idea for the rotunda in his writing. 

 

So mighty a building as the Museum will certainly be must have [sic] a worthy 

center.  This must be a sanctuary, where the most precious objects are located.  

One first enters this place…and the sight of a beautiful and sublime room must 

make the visitor receptive and create the proper mood for the enjoyment and 

acknowledgment of what the building contains.70 

 

Whereas Durand had recommended the use of a square plan, Schinkel elongated his plan 

into a rectangle and made only one entry point, forcing the visitor to go directly into the rotunda 

and thus experience its beauty and grandness. 

Schinkel, furthermore, knew that the majority of the public who would visit his museum 

would not be highly trained scholars or academicians who needed space for dialogues and 

conversations, but rather would be the general public who would need to be enticed to enter the 

museums and once inside would need to be impressed with the collection and the space.  The 

actual size of the museum at the north end of the Lustgarten was purposely done to entice the 

                                                
70 McClellan, 66. 
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public precisely because it was close to the cathedral, the arsenal, and the royal palace.  This 

museum is firmly embedded in the urban environment.  Furthermore, Schinkel catered to the 

public with the creation of a terraced wrought-iron staircase situated behind the porch (Fig. 3). 

Practically, this staircase simply linked the first floor to the second, but on a larger level, it 

connected the museum to the city because it connected the interior of the museum with the 

exterior world.  This idea of connecting the museum interior with the outside world in which city 

views can be seen from the museum would come to be replicated by contemporary museums.  

The Tate Modern in London is just one example.  When you get to the top of that museum, you 

are so taken with the view of St. Paul’s Cathedral and the Thames River, you forget that the 

ceiling is just a few inches above your head and that you almost hit your head when you enter the 

room.  However, the crucial point is that Schinkel did not expect his public to only have polite 

conversations in refined rooms.  Schinkel created an irredentist border between museum and city 

so that a larger public could be engaged. 

 

Figure 3.  Karl Friedrich Schinkel.  “View of the Outer Staircase.” 1829. 

 



 

33 

In Munich, von Klenze simplified Durand’s building plan, using a square around a 

central court (Fig. 5), whereas Schinkel had used a rectangle and two inner courtyards.  The main 

façade (Fig. 4) like the Altes Museum uses Ionic columns, but only eight this time and there is a 

decorated pediment along with a “pitched roof extending back across the width of the wing into 

the courtyard.”71  The pediment is gabled creating the look of a Greek temple; however, von 

Klenze created a stronger horizontality to this museum.72  This museum was the gateway to the 

city of Munich; its large size and impressive main entrance outside the city gates signified the 

museum’s importance and place in the civic arena.  However, one caveat was that although the 

Glyptothek was built on the Königsplatz, it was not at the urban core of the city, and von Klenze 

had always wanted a cathedral to be built opposite the Glyptothek, thus stressing the connection 

between art and spirituality. 

 

Figure 4.  Glyptothek, Munich. 

                                                
71 Sheehan, 65. 
72 Ibid. 
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Figure 5.  Glyptothek Floor Plan. 

 

At the Glyptothek, there was a porte cochere on the northern side.  The entrance was to 

be used for the king and his guests arriving in their carriages could pull up to the museum and 

the aristocrats would have direct entry to the museum.  However, this second entrance with its 

undecorated pediment and columns with capitals lacking the ornamentation of the others seemed 

diminished in the presence of the large and more impressive main entrance to the museum. 

Crown Prince Ludwig, eventually King Ludwig I, wanted the museum to quote Greek 

architecture from antiquity, and he especially desired statues in niches on the exterior walls.  Von 

Klenze was able to convince him to only add niches of the gods and artists on three walls – the 

south, east, and west exterior walls.  The niches numbered eighteen in all, with six on each of the 

three walls.   

 

The Glyptothek was a closed museum, that is, von Klenze only designed windows on the 

north side with the application of two windows there.  The other three walls have no windows; 

therefore, the museum became a closed environment, suitable for conversations and quiet 

reflection.  This museum required the visitor’s devoted attention. 
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In designing space for the collection of antiquities, von Klenze knew what he had to work 

with, and he could organize display spaces and decorative elements knowing what encompassed 

that body of work.  Schinkel, on the other hand, had to design space for works of art without 

knowing exactly what would be exhibited. 

 

King Ludwig was very much a part of the design process for his museum.  Schinkel’s 

museum, on the other hand, retained a sense of public-spiritedness to it and not as deferential to 

royalty.  There was only one inscription to King Wilhelm III high up on the façade.73  It is 

important to note that there was “no ceremonial entrance nor festive space nor trace of art’s 

origins as an embellishment of courtly life.”74 

 

By the time of the early twentieth century, this idea of sharing learning was continued by 

an early attempt to classify and store all the world’s knowledge in the Mundaneum. Founded by 

two Belgian attorneys, Paul Otlet and Henri La Fontaine, who proposed a Universal Decimal 

Classification system to manage all the data75.  The Mundaneum was originally at Palais du 

Cinquantenaire in Brussels, Belgium.   However, in 1929, Otlet wanted to relocate the 

Mundaneum to Geneva, Switzerland and commissioned Le Corbusier to design a building for it 

(Fig. 6).76    

                                                
73 Ibid., 78. 
74 Ibid. 
75 Jean-Louis Cohen.  Le Corbusier: An Atlas of Modern Landscapes.  (New York: Museum of 

Modern Art, 2012), 82-83. 
76 Ibid. 
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LeCorbusier’s proposal consisted of a plan for several components of the Mundaneum – 

a library, museum, scientific association, university, and research institute.  It was a sophisticated 

plan that presented a complex urban composition organized along two parallel axes.  One axis 

led to Lake Geneva and the other to the most monumental element of composition, the museum.  

The museum echoed the Mesopotamian ziggurat and Egyptian mastaba forms, and in the 

preliminary drawings, LeCorbusier’s museum echoed the peaks of the Alpine mountains on the 

other side of the lake.77 

However, the Mundaneum remained an unrealized structure, never built.  Today it exists 

as a non-profit foundation in Mons, Belgium, operating an exhibition space, a website, and an 

archive.78 

 

Figure 6.  Le Corbusier.  Mundaneum.  Taken from:  Fondation Le Corbusier.  
 © F.L.C. / ADAGP, Paris / Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York [2019].  

.   
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78 Ibid. 
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Paul Otlet was the exception, however, and according to Harold Skramstad, the existing 

museums in the twentieth century turned inward with a focus changing from education to 

collecting.79  They sought vast collections showcasing their wealth and blockbuster exhibitions 

with no particular interest in a universal ideal. The blockbuster exhibitions pandered to the tastes 

of the public and did little to improve the museum or the opportunities for the museum to engage 

with the public.80 

 

By the mid- twentieth century, Adolf Hitler re-appropriated the term for a proposed 

museum in Linz, Austria that would contain all the great works of Western art and as a concept 

would be universal.  According to Antonio Paolucci, the Nazis were the only ones trying to 

resurrect the construct of a universal museum.81  As a result the connotation associated with the 

term universal museum was one of “intolerable theft”, and the term fell into disuse.82 

The modern universal art museum is a particularly American idea of which the 

Metropolitan Museum of Art (the Met) is one of the prototypes.  The Met’s history parallels that 

of the young country and in many ways the museum is itself uniquely American.  Whereas the 

Louvre and the Hermitage originated from royal collections in capital cities of Paris and St. 

Petersburg, the Metropolitan Museum of Art was founded not in the political capital of the 

                                                
79 Harold Skramstad.  “An Agenda for American Museums in the Twenty-First Century.” 

Daedalus, vol. 128, no. 3 (Summer 1999): 115-116. 
80 Ibid. 

81 Antonio Paolucci.  “Forward: Models and Functions of European Museums.” Great Museums 
of Europe: The Dream of the Universal Museum. (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 2002), 10.  
82 Ibid. 
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country, but rather in the business and financial capital of the United States, New York City.  

The Met is a story of ambition, civic pride and responsibility, matched by the largesse and 

generosity of patrons, all imbued with a distinctive spirit the Old World had not seen before.  

 

At the Met our mandate is to collect the greatest artistic achievements of 

humankind, spanning all cultures and time periods, including objects that date 

back as fare as the eighth millennium B.C.  These collections are highlighted in 

both the permanent installations devoted to each of our seventeen curatorial 

departments and the temporary exhibitions that focus on specific themes, time 

periods, or artists.  Having this range of material within one museum creates an 

extraordinary dialogue between seemingly disparate histories and traditions and 

allows our visitors to literally traverse the globe in a single visit.83 

   

The germination of an idea for a museum in the U.S. began in the shadow of the Louvre at a 

luncheon on July 4, 1866 in Paris.  John Jay, a prominent American lawyer, was lunching with 

fellow Americans, and he proposed that America needed its own museum.84   The European 

museums that were the models at that time were defined by centuries of royal patronage, but the 

Americans pledged themselves to the goal of a museum of their own, and four years later in 

1870, that goal was realized. 

                                                
83 Thomas P. Campbell.  “Introduction.”  The Metropolitan Museum of Art Guide.  (New Haven:  

Yale U P, 2012), 15. 
84 Ibid. 
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The Met was conceived in a tumultuous period of U.S. history, following the polarizing Civil 

War and during the presidency of Ulysses S. Grant and the accompanying financial corruption of 

his tenure, but also at a time of great entrepreneurial risk-taking.  The Brooklyn Bridge (begun in 

1869) and the Atlantic Cable (1866) were underway.85 Many cultural institutions were begun in 

the period, and the successful introduction and maintenance of a public education system in 

America in the nineteenth century caused museums to mirror this concept, adopting an academic 

philosophy emphasizing study and displays.86   From the beginning, in 1870, education of the 

public was important to the Metropolitan Museum.  Its early mission statement proclaimed that 

the museum was 

 

to be located in the City of New York, for the purpose of establishing and 

maintaining in said city a Museum and library of art, of encouraging and 

developing the study of fine arts, and the application of arts to manufacture and 

practical life, of advancing the general knowledge of kindred subjects, and to that 

end, of furnishing popular instruction.87 

 

The famous Fifth Avenue façade, emblematic of New York, has been one of the glories of New 

York long before the famed Guggenheim Bilbao even appeared.  Beginning as a modest 

                                                
85 Morrison H. Heckscher.  “The Metropolitan Museum of Art: An Architectural History.”   The 

Metropolitan Museum of Art Bulletin.  Summer 1995, 5.  
86 Skamstead, 112-13. 
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structure in 1880 in Central Park, which was in a rural part of the city at that time, the Met has 

developed for over one hundred years into a majestic edifice with a seamless composition, 

spanning 1,000 feet from eightieth to eighty-fourth streets.  The primary architects of this vast 

and complex structure have been three:  Richard Morris Hunt, Charles Follen McKim, and Kevin 

Roche. 

 

Since 1874 when ground was first broken for the museum site in Central Park, improvements 

and renovations have been continuous.  More than twelve architectural firms worked on designs 

for the museum, five master plans were developed and approved, and the resulting structure 

represents a microcosm of American architecture built in the past hundred years. 

 

The earliest location for the Met was the Dodworth building at 681 5th Avenue.  Formerly 

a dancing academy, the trustees preferred this structure because it had large skylights in the 

upstairs hall, explaining “ which …was evident could be made into a picture-gallery without 

great expense or delay.”88  When the Met was incorporated on April 13, 1870, it had no works of 

art, no gallery space, and no curators, and its initial purchase was a Roman sarcophagus in 

1870.89  It was not until trustee William T. Blodgett acquired three large inventory lots of 174 

Dutch and Flemish masters, including works by Anthony van Dyck, Nicolas Poussin, and 

                                                
88 Heckscher, 7. 
89 “History of the Museum.”  https://www.metmuseum.org/blogs/now-at-the-

met/features/2011/today-in-met-history-march-28.  Accessed 20 My 2018. 
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Giovanni Battista Tiepolo, that the museum became an art museum.90 Later in the year of 1871, 

an opportunity arose to purchase the Luigi Palma di Cesnola collection of Cypriot antiquities 

ranging from the Early Bronze Age to the end of Antiquity, but this collection amounted to over 

6,000 artifacts so a larger space was needed,91 and the Met relocated to one of the grandest 

houses in New York, the Douglas Mansion at 128 West 14th Street92  after acquiring the Cesnola 

Collection through public subscription.  Surprisingly, even in such a limited space, the 

beginnings of a collection for a universal museum began with over ten thousand artifacts ranging 

from paintings, vases, coins, sculptures and in 1874, expanding the painting collection, thirty-

four paintings by the American John Kensett of the Hudson River School of Painting came to the 

museum.93  

 

Examining its own mission, the Met questioned whether it should embrace education of the 

masses or concentrate on the educated and leisured few.  Deciding in favor of the public, the Met 

                                                
90 Rebecca Weintraub.  “Today in Met History: Nov. 15”.  

https://www.metmuseum.org/blogs/now-at-the-met/features/2011/today-in-met-history-
november-15.  Accessed 20 May 2018. 

91 Department of Greek and Roman Art.  “The Cesnola Collection at The Metropolitan 
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   Metropolitan Musweum of Art. 2000. 
    http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/cesn/hd_cesn.htm (October 2004).   
    Accessed 20 May 2018. 
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mirrored the opening days and hours of the South Kensington Museum (later the Victoria and 

Albert) in London.  While the officers of the Met looked at the prestigious British Museum as a 

possible model, they believed that the British Museum’s accessibility was exclusive to the leisure 

class, as it was only open on Mondays, Wednesday, and Fridays from nine to four.  The South 

Kensington Museum, on the other hand, was open seven days a week.  On Mondays, Tuesdays, 

and Saturdays, the South Kensington Museum was open for twelve hours from ten to ten.  Most 

significantly, the South Kensington Museum had a policy of accessibility to all classes and a lack 

of discrimination, not only with the longer hours for working class people to attend, but there 

was no admission charge either.94   On the remaining days of the week, the museum hours were 

shorter, open only until 5:00 or 6:00 p.m., and the South Kensington Museum did charge 

admission on those days.  The Met, in an effort to be an equally accessible museum for the 

public, mirrored this schedule which remains to this day.  The Met is open seven days a week, 

with the late hours being on Friday and Saturday evenings.95  Admission is still free to New York 

state residents, and adult guests from other states and countries are asked to pay US$25.00.   

 

 

In examining the architecture of this prototype of the universal art museum, the initial 

High Victorian Gothic fortress-like architecture designed by Calvert Vaux and Jacob Wrey 

Mould was added on to by Richard Morris Hunt’s design for a new East Wing and a new 

                                                
94 Hawriluk. 
95 “Visit”.  The Metropolitan Museum of Art.  https://www.metmuseum.org/visit/met-fifth-

avenue.  Accessed 23 Apr 2018. 
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Neoclassical entrance on Fifth Avenue as the focal point.  The Met architecture continues to be 

about expansion - the addition of a North Wing (1911) and a South Wing (1913) by McKim, 

Mead and White.; the 1940s when the museum architecture was considered passé; and the 

attempts to modernize it in the 1950s and 60s, culminating in Kevin Roche’s architecture which 

essentially globalized the museum.  Roche essentially added two slanted glass walls to the 

Central Park facades and juxtaposed the glass and limestone for an aesthetic look. There was a 

planned expansion into Central Park, and many in the public objected and suggested that the 

museum divide up its collection into satellite museums.  However, the museum officials held 

firm, feeling that dividing up the collection would defeat their purpose of being an encyclopedic 

museum. 

 

None of these museums can contain the whole of civilization, but they do attempt to 

display as much as of human history as possible.  While the Grand Louvre has no pre-Columbian 

art and little African and Asian, the Met is a more American phenomenon, containing American 

Colonial Period and decorative arts.  However, this concept evolved and spread with the Louvre-

Lens focusing on European/Western old masters with some art from the near East included, and 

the Louvre Abu Dhabi, while borrowing old masters from the Grand Louvre, had to purchase 

contemporary art to correct a shortfall in that area of the collections. Copying the Met, LACMA 

has extensive collections. LACMA has more than 150,000 objects, but its strong suit is its 

contemporary works of art whereas the Met is trying to catch up in that area. 
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The beginning collections of the Met when it was just starting out have already been 

discussed.  But – as the Met becomes a mid-size museum by the early 1900s, the director, J. 

Pierpont Morgan, had acquired the Hoentschel Collection, a massive aggregation of of French 

decorative arts and architectural woodwork.  A wing was built for this collection in 1910.  With 

the additional Havemeyer Bequest which included thousands of paintings including works by 

Corot, Courbet, Manet, Monet, Degas, and Cassat, the Met’s collection could be taken quite 

seriously. 

 

With the expansion of the museum in 1970, the Temple of Dendur, and the Robert 

Lehman Wing, the museum became globalized and complete with seventeen curatorial 

departments. 

 

Moreover, the universal museums do not contain universal collections.  Although the 

British Museum, another universal museum prototype, began as a sort of cabinet of curiosities by 

the physician Sir Hans Sloane, it was acquired by the nation in 1753.  The idea of a universal 

collection is questioned especially after the British Museum fragmented its collections into 

natural history collections at South Kensington in 1880 and moved the British Library to St. 

Pancras in 1997.  This re-structuring is read by some as acknowledgement of the unsustainability 

of the universal museum as inherited from the Enlightenment.96 
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In the past, paintings or sculpture were the reasons for a trip to the museum; now, the 

building itself can be the catalyst such as the new wing at the Tate Modern.  The museum has 

become an educational center, an urban arts center, and a source of economic revival.  It is a 

commercial center in and of itself, being filled with museum shops (often more than one), cafes, 

libraries, auditoriums for public events, and rented space for weddings and corporate events. 

 Following World War II, a new modernism is seen in the universal museum.  And, by the 

twenty-first century there is a purity and clarity to the architecture that results in what can be 

called a new “modern universal.”  This new modern universal features architecture that itself has 

a universality to it in that it can be sited in almost any country; there is a lack of decoration on 

the architecture; and the materials are modern – concrete, glass, steel, and not heavy masonry. 

 

And, thus, this dissertation is tasked with examining the avant-garde architecture and the 

cosmopolitan collections of three universal museums in the twenty-first century. 
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CHAPTER 3 

THE UNIVERSAL MUSEUM AS HORS-LE-MURS 
 
 

The ideology of a satellite museum or a provincial museum is not a twenty-first century 

one, rather it is a product of the French Revolution.  Jean-Antoine Chaptal, Napoleon’s most 

capable cabinet officer and Minister of the Interior (1799-1804), evoked a “sacred pact” with the 

regions or departments, as they are known in France, that the Louvre must honor.97   Chaptal 

argued, “The rights of those living in areas farther afield to share in the fruits of our conquests, 

and in our national heritage of works by French artists, are as sacred as those of any other 

other.”98  He was ahead of his time, for it was only December 4, 2012  in the twenty-first century 

that the Louvre has established a satellite museum to fulfill this pact. 

 

Using two rectangular buildings as the core, the Louvre-Lens is a shed with an 

architectural vocabulary that alludes to the Louvre palace and its wings, laid out flat.99  The 

architectural firm SANAA desired a scenario in which the structures looked like two boats on the 

Seine coming together and gently docking one up against the other.100   Mirroring and reflections 

are significant hallmarks of the architecture as well as the absence of decoration.  The reflecting 

qualities of the brushed aluminum used both on the exterior and the interior make the 
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architecture unique because most museum structures do not reflect light but rather absorb it.  

Instead at Lens, the exterior of the museum reflects the surrounding park land and the visitors, 

very much a tableau itself, and in the Galerie de Temps, the images of visitors as they move 

throughout the objects creates yet another work, a constantly changing image.   

 

Referred to as an hors-les-murs structure, a term signifying that it is a Louvre outside the 

walls, it is primarily a universal museum of Western Art.  The press releases, the architectural 

critics, and the websites all suggest that the museum covers 5,000 years of mankind’s history and 

art production.  However, there is a lack of work from Asia, Africa (with the exception of 

Egypt), and the Americas.  This dissidence, this separatism in terms of location and curatorial 

philosophy is the very vehicle which makes the museum worth analyzing.  The Louvre-Lens 

does not uphold the museography of the Grand Louvre with vast displays and rooms with a 

surfeit of objects and paintings covering multiple levels within the panorama of human history.  

Rather, it is a carefully curated collection defined by a limited display space with scrupulous 

attention to detail of the selected objects and their placement within the space.  The museum is a 

tabula rasa regarding race and knowledge.  It introduces a new paradigm to the visitors, causing 

them to think about the objects differently and to think about mankind differently. 

 

In the interior, the Galerie de Temps in the museum is notable for its monumental size 

(410 ft. x 82 ft.) as an unbroken or un-partitioned space and, second, it is notable for absence, in 

particular the lack of any objects or paintings on the walls, the lack of any vitrines as an 
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exhibition management tool to display objects, and the lack of color – only the brushed gray 

aluminum walls with their slight reflecting quality remain 

 

The Louvre is not the first museum to decentralize its holdings and have satellite 

locations, for there is the Tate. the Guggenheim, and the Hermitage; so it cannot be considered 

innovative or revolutionary, but it is certainly at the forefront of this strategic model. This trend 

by the large “superpower” universal museums to have satellite locations reflects a change in the 

way their museum is organized and for the viewers a change in the way we look at universal 

museums, and the way we think about them.  There is a modernity to this concept, suggesting 

innovation, freshness, and a social progressiveness that is lacking in a centralized, static 

museum.  These institutions opened satellite museums with the Tate opening locations in Great 

Britain, the Hermitage expanding into Europe, and the Guggenheim, throughout the world.  

 

However, the French are another matter as they have long been considered the leaders in 

the world of art and connoisseurs of good taste. When the most renowned universal museum in 

the world made a decision to decentralize its holdings and operations by opening a branch in the 

remote former coal-mining area of Northeastern France, the news was greeted by antagonistic 

critics, dire press, and naysayers.  The Grand Louvre had already contracted for a branch in Abu 

Dhabi; however, the site for the Louvre Abu Dhabi, scheduled to open in November 2017, is the 

exact opposite of the Louvre-Lens.  The Louvre Abu Dhabi is positioned in a wealthy enclave on 

a man-made island and, more significantly, in an oil-rich country. 
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Situated in northeastern France close to the famous beach of Dunkirk, the museum is 

located in Lens in a town with a 24% unemployment rate.  The museum was actually built on the 

site of a former coal mining trench.  With the advent of this satellite museum, the discussion of 

the museum as an agent of cultural gentrification, internal colonization by the Louvre, and an 

economic boost comes to the foreground.  With the opening of the Louvre-Lens in 2012, the 

Louvre was able to address criticism that it as an institution inordinately privileges Parisians with 

its art and programs.  It brought high culture to an underserved population.  However, with this 

comes the suggestion of internal colonization of the Louvre, using this “soft power” or 

“seduction” of all things Parisian to influence the behavior, ideas, and philosophies of the town, 

almost as a form of social critique or control.  And – last, it provides an economic boost to the 

town with tourists coming to visit.  The annual expected visitor rate is 500,000, but the reality is 

far less than that.  

 

Amid criticism that the Grand Louvre inordinately privileges Parisians with all the 

French art and culture and none for the other areas of France, the Ministry of Culture and the 

Louvre Directorate initiated a call for proposals to the twenty-two departments or regions of 

France for a Louvre satellite branch in their region.101  The `Nord Pas de Calais was the only 

region that responded.  Six cities in the Pas de Calais region applied:  Lille, Lens, Valenciennes, 

                                                
101 “Art through a Lens:  Louvre opens museum branch in run-down French mining town.”  

Daily Mail London.  6 December 2012.  
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Calais, Béthune, and Boulogne-sur-Mer..102  In 2004 Jean-Pierre Raffarin, the French Prime 

Minister, announced Lens as the official winner of the competition . 

 

Lens is the second location in the country of France for this innovative decentralization 

for French culture.  The first is the contemporary arts museum for the Centre Pompidou-Metz 

which opened in 2001.  Also, the Pompidou had a traveling art exhibition in a temporary 

structure, known as the Pompidou-Mobile, to take art to the provinces.  In collaboration with the 

French Ministry of Culture, the Pompidou had fourteen exhibitions traveling to seven locations 

in France.103  The temporary structure consisted of easily folded and transported plastic tents in 

primary colors evocative of orange, red, and blue circus tents, while the interior was matte white 

on which the paintings were hung, reminiscent of a classical museum.104  The paintings from the 

Pompidou traveled to Chaumont, Cambrai, Boulogne-sur-mer, Libourne, Le Havre, and 

Aubagne.105  The Pompidou Mobile operated from 2011-2013, and the only reason it was 

stopped was not due to lack of visitors or interest, but rather a lack of funding.106  It was very 

expensive to operate because the tents had to be kept at an optimal temperature, and all that 

equipment had to be transported along with the art and the tents. 
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Strictly speaking, temporary and satellite locations are not that new to the Louvre either.  

The Louvre had been toying with the idea of expansion since the late twentieth century.   The 

Louvre had a temporary location in Atlanta, Georgia in the United States at the High Museum 

for three years from October 2006 to 2009.  Henri Loyrette, the forward-thinking former director 

of the Louvre, and Michael Shaprio, the director of the High Museum, were involved in 

negotiating the arrangements.  The importance of a world class museum partnering with a 

museum outside New York or Washington, D.C. is startling.  However, this reverts to Loyrette’s 

view that patrons at the Metropolitan Museum of Art and other east coast institutions are jaded 

and too accustomed to seeing great works of art.  Instead, Loyrette wanted to get fresh ideas 

from the Atlanta foray that he could use in building and curating the new museum planned for 

Lens, France.  The curators from both Atlanta and Paris collaborated on major exhibitions of the 

Louvre’s holdings and Renzo Piano, in charge of a $124 million expansion project for the High 

Museum, modified exhibition space specifically for the works of the Louvre.  The High Museum 

paid $6.4 million for the Louvre’s masterpieces, and the funds were used by the Louvre to 

renovate their decorative arts galleries.   

 

 Lens, France, however, is the antithesis of Atlanta, Georgia.  Located just over one-half 

mile from the popular Stade Félix-Bollaert football stadium, the Louvre-Lens site is located on 

the 9-9 bis trench, which contained a series of abandoned coal mines, that have been 

unproductive since the 1960s, and overgrown with weeds and brush.107   

                                                
107 Louvre-Lens.”  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Louvre-Lens.  Accessed 10 Sept 2016. 
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The Louvre made a concerted effort to reach and engage a diverse and underserved 

population.  The Louvre’s decision to build a museum in a “mining wasteland” pressing large 

financial resources into action to “rehabilitate and reverse the fortune” of the depressed economy 

in the mining town108 has a humanitarian purpose as well as commercial.109  Devastated in both 

World Wars and occupied by the Nazis, the town previously suffered the Courrières mine 

disaster in 1906, the worst mine disaster in European history with the deaths of 1,099 miners and 

a second mining incident in 1974 in which 42 miners lost their lives.110  With the closing of the 

last coal mine in 1986, the unemployment rate in Lens skyrocketed to 24%, almost three times 

above the French average of 9.5%. 

 

Not only is the location of Lens polemic, but the Louvre itself has had its share of critics.  

Le Corbusier, one of the most vocal critics who challenged the very concept of museums, posed 

the question, “Is the Louvre to be burned?” in a 1920s public inquiry he organized and published 

in his journal L’Esprit nouveau.111    M. Andre Levy gave a strong aesthetic defense of the 

Louvre, and suggested that “The fear of the gendarmes is the beginning of wisdom.”112  But - oh, 

                                                
108 Ibid. 
109 Angela Doland.  “From coal to culture: Louvre-Lens site inaugurated.”  azcentral.com.  4 Dec 

2009.  
http://archive.azcentral.com/thingstodo/galleriesmuseums/articles/2009/12/04/20091204louvre.
html  Accessed 23 Sept 2016. 

110 “Louvre-Lens.”  Wikipedia. 
111 grupa o.k  “Proposal for a Museum: Le Corbusier’s Project for a ‘Museum of Unlimited 

Growth,’ 1931.”  30 Nov 2012.  https://openspace.sfmoma.org/2012/11/proposal-for-a-
museum-le-corbusiers-project-for-a-museum-of-unlimited-growth-1931/  Accessed 3 Oct 
2016.  

112 Eliakim Littell  and Robert S. Littell.  The Living Age.  V 309.  https://books.google.com.      
Accessed 5 Oct 2016. 



 

53 

most respondents to that query were a riotous chorus of artists and literary figures who in 

keeping with the spirit of the proposal, affirmed their inclination to incinerate the structure.  One 

said, “Of course, and the Lafayette Galleries, too!” 113 Another, “No, nothing but ‘La Jaconde’ 

[Mona Lisa].” 114 While a third suggested, “I think it would be better to sell our national 

collection to pay our national debt…America – what do you do think?  Isn’t she destined to 

acquire the Louvre?”115 

 

Nevertheless, even in the twenty-first century, the genesis of an art museum in Lens has 

been filled with controversy.   Lens is located near the border of France and Belgium, near 

World War I memorials., and can draw from Southern British, German, and Belgian tourists.  

Officials are hoping for the infamous “Bilbao effect” in which the museum architecture, like the 

Guggenheim Bilbao, brings visitors to the city to see the architecture and collections, spend 

money, and drive up the economy.  Critics are quick to point out that Lens is not Bilbao, and 

many suggest that Bilbao cannot be repeated.  There is no port; there is a population difference; 

and there is a distinct culture and cuisine in the Basque region that Lens is lacking.  Some of the 

Lens townspeople had a patronizing attitude towards the museum, just agreeing to it to get along.  

Others felt there was a disconnect between the high culture of the art museum and the turbulent 

history of Lens and its working class people. 
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The city of Lens, France is unlike any of the other universal museum sites in this study.  

For its very uniqueness lies in the fact that it is NOT located in a wealthy, sophisticated enclave 

and that it is disadvantaged in almost every way – economically, socially, and culturally.  In 

Lens, there are large numbers of vacant and boarded up buildings, whereas Los Angeles, 

California is in a cosmopolitan urban city. Museum Row on Los Angeles’ Miracle Mile, a 1.5 

mile strip on Wilshire Boulevard, is the site of the Los Angeles County Museum of Art.  The 

strip of Wilshire Boulevard is populated with other art museums, apartment houses, and is only a 

few blocks away from the private and wealthy enclave of Beverly Hills with its designer 

boutiques and expensive restaurants.   As astonishing as it is, the Los Angles County Museum of 

Art is adjacent to a prehistoric tar pit complete with fossils and all types of archaeological finds.  

One would expect the tar pits to be on the outer edges of the city, desolate, oozing primal sluice, 

and with a sense of danger of being swallowed up attached to them.  However, even the tar pits 

with their own museum, the Page Museum, seem sophisticated with their location right on 

Wilshire Boulevard, unbelievably a few blocks away from Neiman-Marcus and Barneys New 

York, and there is a sense that they are more like a modern urban park or greenbelt with families 

enjoying picnics, and the archaeological sites are very polished with extensive signage and 

explanations of the findings. Moreover, even the Los Angeles County Museum of Art is planning 

to open a satellite location (late 2018) to an underserved population in South Los Angeles.  

LACMA has a thirty-five year lease on an 84,000 sq. ft. bus storage facility in a South Los 
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Angeles wetlands park approximately a 40 minute drive from the main museum.116  In the United 

Arab Emirates, the Louvre Abu Dhabi is located on man-made Saadiyat Island, a wealthy 

enclave of high-end shops, expensive private schools, and again, prestigious museums by world-

class architects.  It is surrounded by water, not coal-mining debris.  

 

Significantly, Los Angeles has a critical mass of a cultivated, well-educated and well-

traveled population from which to draw its visitors.  Even Abu Dhabi, with the risk of terrorism, 

can gain visitors from its well-traveled and well-heeled tourists.  Conversely, there is a 

stereotype that the northern French are uncultured and in fact, it is so pervasive that a rival 

football club, Paris St. Germain, unfurled a banner at a game which read, “Paedophiles, 

unemployed, and inbreds,”117 which prompted a court case with a complaint of hate speech.   

 

Proponents of the museum see it as a good development and cultural gentrification, that 

is, the Louvre-Lens will offer high art to the less cultivated provinces.   Local townspeople feel 

that the slick, minimalist museum building is a patronizing gesture on the part of the Louvre to a 

town that has a city center that is filled with closed shops, vacated houses, angry residents, and a 

boarded-up cinema.  There is a decided sense of hostility among some residents.  And, it strikes 
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some as exploitation of the poor.  Amandine Grossemy, who is 26, sums it up, “Why do we need 

a museum and culture here?  We need money and jobs.  Who’s da Vinci , anyway?”118  One can 

sense the anger of the residents as Veronique Roszak says, “We weren’t consulted on whether 

we wanted one.  Young people here are looking for work.”119  Then, she added, standing next to 

the boarded-up Apollo Theater, “They said Lens is now alive.  Look around, it’s dead, all 

dead.”120  Mounira Hadhek mentioned added costs, “Whoever it helps, it won’t be us.  They’ve 

made us pay for parking now in the city center.  I’ve got 80 euros ($105) in fines already.  We 

can’t afford this, all we can afford is one euro on coffee.”121  This is the crux of the controversy.  

Never has such majestic art been exhibited in such a humble, blue-collar location.122  The Louvre 

is sending its finest pieces to Lens, works such as De La Tour’s Mary Magdalene with a Night 

Light and Delacroix’s Liberty Leading the People.123  Only works at the Mona Lisa level will not 

travel to Lens.124 

 

While the Louvre-Lens is not Malthusian architecture in the strictest definition, there is a 

sense that it was built to shore up a town that was rapidly falling into a subsistence existence.  
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Malthusian catastrophe theory predicts people will have to return to subsistence level living 

when the population growth increases beyond the food resources to sustain it.125  However, after 

World War II, with the advent of mechanized agriculture, the Green Movement, and improved 

birth control methods, theorists now suggest that public policy can avert a Malthusian 

catastrophe by using taxes or “more complete property rights” to implement a balance between 

consumption and investment in ecologically sustainable ventures.126  So, by integrating an art 

museum into the city’s commercial and cultural center, Lens went from a failing town and 

economy.   The Louvre-Lens had 900,000 visitors in 2013, the first year it opened and 

approximately 500,000 visitors are expected to continue to patronize the museum each year.  The 

economy is expected to grow by 10% in ten years.   

 

However, much of this is media hype.  The reality is that buildings are still boarded up in 

the town center in 2017, four years after the museum opened.  Also, the attendance figures are 

nothing in the range as projected.  There are 30,000  people in the town, and 60,000 people visit 

the museum yearly, which translates into the townspeople visiting the museum twice a year 

when the exhibitions change.127  Luc Piralla of the Louvre-Lens suggests that the museum 

benefits the surrounding towns more than it helps Lens.128  Nevertheless, these things take time.  

MassMoca in the Berkshire Mountains in western Massachusetts in the United States was 
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created in the downtrodden industrial town of N. Adams, MA where there was an unemployment 

rate of 18.5%, and they only had 40-50,000 people the first year (1999).129  .Joseph Thompson, 

director of MassMoCA, says that it has taken fifteen years for their museum’s attendance to 

reach 250,000 visitors.130  With that said, however, N. Adams is surrounded by a large amount of 

intellectual capital in Tanglewood Music Festival, Williams College, and the Clark Institute 

which Lens does not have.131 

 

Nevertheless, the Louvre-Lens does fulfill the role of cultural gentrification, and it is 

socially progressive certainly.  Moreover, Angelique Chrisafis writing in The Guardian suggests 

that this decision is a return to the Louvre’s revolutionary roots, that is, the people own the art.132 

Reminding us that the Grand Louvre, originally built as a fortress in the twelfth century, became 

the palace for the kings in the late sixteenth century and as Louis XIV moved his court to 

Versailles, the royal art collection remained housed at the Louvre.   During the French 

Revolution (1793), the National Assembly decreed that the Louvre would exhibit all the nation’s 

masterpieces.   

 

While it may seem like cultural gentrification to the politicians, at the same, time, there is 

a sense of internal colonization by the Louvre.  The use of museum outposts in Lens and Abu 
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Dhabi is purposely constructed to spread the Louvre’s name and culture, including the 

organization, collections, and ideologies of this French museum with the largest attendance in 

the Western Hemisphere.  

  

The voluntary subjugation of people by the seduction of French culture is the very 

method used by France with her colonies.  The irredentist border between seduction and 

subjugation was paralleled by imitation of French culture, resulting in what Bouheurs framed as 

soft colonization.  Art has been one of the primary forces in this voluntary subjugation.  “While 

Bouhours framed this soft colonization as the natural effect of France’s superior culture, it was 

not as naturally occurring as it might appear.  The French state was behind the scenes, pulling 

strings to make such an effect seem natural.  When the state founded the French Academy, it 

was, in part, with such a colonizing goal in mind.  It sought to work on the hearts and minds of 

the people around the world, drawing them into a voluntary subjugation.  The French state 

developed its arts and culture as a self-conscious strategy with this imperialist agenda in mind.  It 

begins with seduction, creating a public culture so dazzling and prestigious that all subjects 

would imitate it and it would confer prestige in those associated with it.”133 

 

From an economic standpoint, it is a bold move by the Louvre to open a satellite museum 

in Lens.  Although other museums have satellite locations such as the Guggenheim Bilbao, the 
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Tate Liverpool, and the Pompidou in Metz, the cities are larger and better established than Lens.  

Lens has a population of 35,000, no movie theater, only two hotels, and just opened a tourist 

office in the late 1990s.134  At the entrance to the museum is a betting shop and a tobacconist, not 

a fancy restaurant.135 

 

Nevertheless, whether it is viewed as cultural gentrification or internal colonization or a 

way to shore up a failing economy, the connection to the Louvre is steadfastly there.  It is no 

accident that the name is “Louvre-Lens” with a hyphen used between the two nouns.136  With the 

Louvre Abu Dhabi, there is no hyphen; each word stands alone.  It is a marketing ploy; a way to 

brand the museum and results in spreading that brand throughout the world, just like the Tate and 

the Guggenheim.  

 

The unique design consideration for this museum is the site itself. The museum structure 

follows the contours of a mining trench.  It is an understatement to say that the site was not 

considered beautiful.  From the windows of the museum, the largest slag heaps in Europe at 

Loos-en-Gobelle, giant geometric pyramids of coal detritus, which were recently awarded world 

heritage status, can be viewed.137  The reception of the site by critics was skepticism. 
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The site suggests a broad intellect and independent thinking by the Louvre.  A site does 

not have to conform to the Western idea of beautiful landscape with shade trees and perfectly 

manicured lawns and flowerbeds, nor does a site have to be in a posh area of a city surrounded 

by elegant apartment houses and other buildings created by prominent architects.  Le Corbusier 

argued in his Musée à croissance illimitée: Museum of Unlimited Growth: 

 

Le musée s’élève dans quelque banlieue ou grande banlieue de Paris.  Il s’élève au 

milieu de pommes de terre ou de betteraves. Si le site est magnaifique, tant mieux.  S’il 

est laid et attristé de pignons de lotissements ou de xcheminées d’usines, ça ne fait rien. 

 

The museum rises in some suburb of Paris, set in the middle of a field of potatoes or 

beetroot.  If the site is magnificent, so much the better.  If it is ugly and saddened by 

sprocket-wheel developments or factory chimneys, it doesn’t matter.138 

 

Le Corbusier envisioned his Museum of Unlimited Growth as “place-less.”139  The 

physical beauty or picturesqueness of the site did not matter.  Using this idea of the earth with its 

agriculture and the cultivation of beets and potatoes integrated with the museum, he believed a 

sacred space of cultural formation, one in which the human spirit could be cultivated, could be 
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realized. 140 Also, the juxtaposition of  the agricultural field with the industrial landscape 

reinforced his idea that his Museum of Unlimited Growth could “exist within any and all 

contexts.”141 

 

Le Corbusier believed that the site with its landscape and building were indeed important 

for his domestic structures because of the relationship between the inside with its ribbon window 

in the wall and the outside.142  However, the museum was clearly a different space from 

residential; it was an “introverted space with a continuous wall constantly unfolding and folding 

back onto itself.”143 

  

His thinking seems very au courant with the site selection for the Louvre-Lens, that the 

museum could exist anywhere., even in an industrial wasteland.   

 

For Lens, the remnants of a fossil resource, coal, that is a dirty pollutant required new 

thinking in order to change the economics, behavior, and space of the town.  The easiest and 

cheapest way to accomplish these changes would have been with a conformingly tidy business 

park.144  It was the former director of the Louvre, Henri Loyrette’s idea of a Louvre hors-le-murs 
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which would expand the Louvre, breaking the boundaries of the classical palace which had 

become a temple for art ,145  Daniel Percheron, who was the president of the Nord-Pas-de-Calais 

region at that time and the mayor of Lens, Guy Delacourt, along with a significant number of 

townspeople, pushed for the new Louvre in their city.146  

 

The construct decided on for Lens was a park-museum in which the desolate mining 

landscape became a “refined art landscape” and the walled museum from Paris became a park-

museum.147  Lisa Diedrich in “The power of atmosphere” suggests that this park-museum is a 

novel idea for conceptualizing space, that is, components that were previously considered 

individually such as the “museum, the building, art, park” are now altogether.148  However, to 

suggest that it is a novel idea seems a bit of a stretch as there are precedents for park-museums..   

The Metropolitan Museum of Art, on a porous border between big city and park preserve.  The 

Cummer Museum of Art and Gardens in Jacksonville, Florida has art and 2.5 acres of twentieth 

century landscape design.  On the West Coast, the San Diego Museum of Art is in Balboa Park.  

In Dallas, Texas, there is Fair Park, 227 acres for educational and recreational use, consisting of 

the African-American Museum, the Children’s Aquarium at Fair Park, the Hall of State, the 

Texas Discovery Gardens, and the South Dallas Cultural Center.   Thus, a park-museum seems to 

be an ideal way to use the existing landscape and renovate not only the landscape but incorporate 
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it into a venue for art and cultural formation without resorting to the commercialism of a 

business park, a car park, a shopping mall or even the Disneyfication of the site.  Yet, why does 

Lisa Diedrich suggest that the Louvre-Lens is different from all the other park-museums? 

 

The Landscape Architecture Europe Foundation (LAE) has done a great deal of thinking 

about this problem of landscapes that have been devastated by physical production whether from 

coal mining or waste dumps or other forms of production.  They suggest that society cannot rely 

on a simple “fix” to the problem with a physical solution149.  Instead, society must change at the 

most basic level in its thinking regarding the “duality of nature and culture.”150 

 

The Western philosophy of man dominating nature in such a manner that as masters of 

nature, humans can take whatever they want and dump back into nature whatever they do not 

want.151  For example, I. M. Pei thoroughly dominated nature when he removed a mountaintop to 

construct the Miho Museum in a nature conservatory outside Kyoto, although he did put it back 

and replant the trees that had been removed.  So, Western philosophy has differentiated the 

world of nature which contains forces other than human ones from the world of culture which is 

the world of human creation.  It becomes a polemic that landscape architects, in particular, must 

negotiate.  To recognize the importance of broad thinking in contemporary landscape design, the 
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LAE had a juried call for entries of landscape architects’ projects in Europe.  A waste dump has 

been integrated into a re-done water ecology in Rotterdam.  In Carbonia in Sardinia and now in 

Lens, devastated mining landscapes have “redefined their fossil exploitation economies into self-

learning social ecologies.”152 

 

For Lens, in particular, the jury found the combination of  “art, architecture, landscape, 

and regional development” exceptional.153  Moreover, the jurors were impressed with the 

authorities in Lens who resisted the contemporary approach to import an object-museum and 

created a park-museum instead from a site that had several layers of relationships with the 

townspeople’s collective memories, their everyday lives, and the processes of nature.  154 

 

At the Louvre-Lens, there is no principal gate.  Most importantly, it is one concept, 

linking building and landscape together, not a museum with a park attached.  It is a different 

experience; you go through the park to get to the museum.  There is a stronger link between the 

museum and the park than other museums which have a park attached.  The building itself is 

surrounded by concrete which covers up the mine, and it has a practical purpose, keeping visitors 

from tracking grass and mud in.  Significantly, there is an atmospheric ambiance that 

accompanies the museum.  The weather in northern France is often rainy and gray.  The brushed 

aluminum of the museum and the park reflect moods, rather than being a huge monument.  In 
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bad weather, there is a delicate balance between the building, the atmosphere, and the landscape, 

and this is the time that many people find the museum at its most beautiful – the combination of 

the dark grays of the sky with the brushed lighter gray of the aluminum. 

 

The landscape at the Louvre-Lens is significant for things that it is NOT.  It is NOT 

gardening; it is NOT furniture; it is NOT a sculpture garden.  In fact, Henri Loyrette did not want 

a sculpture garden.155  It was specifically designed to NOT be traditional.156  It is open to biology 

and nature.  The trash from the mine is used in the landscape, and life is beginning to form from 

it.157  This is the beginning of a long process of reclaiming the landscape.  Catherine Mosbach , 

the landscape architect for the Louvre-Lens, believes that the landscape must be powerful for a 

long time, in twenty years, in one hundred years.158 

 

SANAA, the Tokyo-based architects, who were awarded the contract over highly 

acclaimed architects Zaha Hadid and Steven Holl, to build the Louvre’s satellite museum in Lens 

wanted to use an architectural vocabulary that was NOT a trope of the neo-classical nor a 

fortress-on-the-hill in the European tradition.  Historically, SANAA had experience with 

building in low income areas.  In 2002, they designed the New Museum in Brooklyn, amid the 

gritty and dark rectangular box buildings of the bowery.  There the architects built a minimalist, 
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sophisticated structure of vertical boxes with a shimmering anodized aluminum skin.159  Thus, 

the architects were familiar with dealing with issues of gentrification, and they used their iconic 

natural light, white boxes, and the lightest, newest materiality of anodized aluminum.160 

 

With the Louvre-Lens, the directors of the Louvre were looking for not only innovative 

form but social reform as well.  Not an easy task when one considers the mediocrity of what the 

so-called avant-garde has become.  Today art and design have rarely been prompted by “bold 

and difficult ideas about human and civil improvement.”161  “Even Rem Koolhaas, architecture's 

most provocative intellectual, admits that his profession has been reduced to playing eternal 

catch-up with corporatised aspirations and trend data.”162  Russian art and architecture in the two 

decades following the October Revolution of 1917 was the most progressive and avant-garde 

with its specific purpose being to generate new ideas and forms in the “physically and socially 

recomposed” nation,163  and Rem Koolhaas and Zaha Hadid would draw heavily from the 

Russian Constructivist influence.  Jean-Louis Cohen, a French architect and architectural 

historian, argues that transforming people’s daily lives and this novel concept of “forcing their 

happiness” was revolutionary for European architects who were in school in the late 1960s.  At 
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that time, it was considered vulgar to work on housing projects or any structure that promised 

social reform.  As a student Cohen was involved in the 1968 student revolt and riots in Paris and 

then by the 1970s, he had joined the French Communist party.  From an architectural standpoint, 

Cohen suggests that there can be no urban planning in a class society because the wealthy have 

the power and means to get their ideas borne to fruition.  At the same time, Marxism, as Cohen 

notes, marginalizes architecture and urban planning in favor of labor, making it the primary 

concern.   

 

 So, for Lens located in the heart of a former coal-mining region to have a satellite 

museum is, indeed, a socially progressive idea, and Henri Loyrette, the director of the Louvre at 

that time, viewed it as such.  He sees the new museum as both utilitarian and visionary, “I see it 

as a new wing of the Louvre, that we could not build in Paris. And must accommodate an 

audience that normally does not come to the museum.”164 

 

The Louvre-Lens has been controversial from the beginning, and nothing about it was 

easy.  First, the architects who won the design competition were Imrey Culbert from New York, 

but they were fired from the job.  On-line resources such as Wikipedia list the architects as 

SANAA and Imrey Culbert.165  However, Imrey Culbert were terminated from the project, but as 
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part of the negotiated settlement, they got to retain their name as architects of record for the 

museum.166  The architects who actually did the work were the firm of SANAA for the exterior 

architecture, Adrien Gardère of studio adrien gardère for the interior and Mosbach Landscape 

Architects.   

It was Henri Loyrette who liked Seijima, and wanted her to design the building, and the 

building is not exactly the monument the city fathers were looking for.167  They wanted 

something large, impressive. awe-inspiring and most importantly, a tourist magnet like the 

Guggenheim Bilbao.  Loyrette wanted SANAA’s minimalism.  Lens ended up with a soccer 

stadium which was renovated for the 2016 World Cup as their large monument, but the city 

fathers really wanted both the soccer stadium and the art museum equally to be monumental 

successes. 

 

The factor that sets SANAA apart is that they created an atmosphere in which nature, 

memories of coal mining, glorious art., and stridently modern building materials were integrated.  

The context of the place is always more important than the architecture or the architect’s ego.  

SANAA cast aside the current thinking about how architecture, landscape, and heritage/memory 

coincide; they did not want a separate building here and a park over there, for example.  Instead, 

working with Katia Lamy, the Louvre’s chief architect, SANAA and Mosbach created an 
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ethereal atmosphere with irredentist boundaries in which “immaterial creations have the 

advantage of emanating beyond the boundaries of their physical building site.”   

 

Paralleling the modernity of their architecture, SANAA selected an equally modern, 

cosmopolitan name.  SANAA is a gender-neutral term for Kazuyo Seijma and Ryue Nishizawa.  

The name consists of the first letters of SEJIMA AND NISHIZAWA AND ASSOCIATES.168    

Kazuyo Seijma is making it on her own as a modernist, a woman in a male-dominated industry, 

and as a non-Westerner in a Western dominated discipline.  It is also interesting that the name 

SANAA stands alone; it is not SANAA Architects.  This is becoming more common as 

architects increasingly have an interior design focus with furniture and accessories and some 

architects are becoming involved in the visitor experience work in museums.  Their expertise is 

becoming broader than just structural design. 

 

For the Louvre-Lens, SANAA wanted a building that would evaporate into the 

atmosphere and be part of it.  They seemed to incorporate the mists of the Northern French 

atmosphere in their structure.  SANAA did not want a fortress-on-a-hill approach.  SANAA 

proposed a low rise building with a striking modernity to it, a glass and anodized aluminum 

finish.   
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  While SANAA did not want a fortress-on-a-hill as the military and other power elites 

have used through the centuries as a device of the ruling class to survive, the building that they 

did construct connotes a sense of power not because of its architecture but rather for political 

reasons.  It is a satellite to the Louvre, arguably the most powerful museum in the Western 

Hemisphere. Architecture is the mediating agency between power and the history of buildings.  

But the architecture poses cultural and political questions and lies between the two extremes of 

comfort and risk.  One cannot take the architecture of a single building out of its political 

context.  Yet, there is a paradox here, the Louvre-Lens is an art museum and satellite of the 

Louvre and as such, automatically has a connotation of elites, money, and power while at the 

same there is a sense of public-spiritedness about the site and museum by including their 

Northeastern French countrymen.  And there is a democratizing agency or leveling effect from 

the museum in the hope that class distinctions will disappear. 

 

Thus, SANAA did construct what is known as an intentional monument as a container 

not only of truly important works of art but as a heritage of the collective memory of the coal 

mining and the industrial accidents related to it. According to Alois Riegl, there are three types 

of monuments:  intentional, unintentional, and age-value monuments.169 The intentional 

monument is "a human creation, erected for the specific purpose of keeping single human deeds 

or events (or a combination thereof) alive in the minds of future generations").170  Intentional 

                                                

169 Alois Riegl. (1982) The Modern Cult of Monuments: Its Character and Its Origin [1903]. 
Oppositions 25 (Fall 1982), 21-51.  Taken from:  
https://tspace.library.utoronto.ca/citd/holtorf/6.9.html.  Accessed 14 Oct 2016.  
170 Ibid., 21. 
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monuments are concerned with commemoration, or prospective memory. In every present, they 

"recall a specific moment or complex of moments from the past", and thus make "a claim to 

immortality, to an eternal present and an unceasing state of becoming" 171 

 

SANAA knew their museum would be a powerful force in the region.  While the 

architects may not have wanted to construct a fortress-on-a-hill, they know all too well the 

relationship between power and architecture.  Architects, themselves use power and authority as 

well, not just the clients.  With the price of real estate in today’s market, architects have the final 

revenge, for even the very worst of buildings will be here a long time because it is too expensive 

to replace them.   

 

SANAA deliberately chose to build a one-story structure (Fig. 3).  (An email was sent to 

SANAA for copies of preliminary plans, but it went unanswered.)  Not only is it not a fortress, 

but without a broad set of steps at the entrance, there is no architectural vocabulary of the temple 

complex either, nor the resemblance to alien spacecraft as in recent eras.   There is no hint of 

elevation as in the use of piloti such as Peter Zumthor is using in his plans for LACMA, nor is it 

reminiscent of the post-modern architecture of Richard Miers’ High Museum in Atlanta, Georgia 

or James Stirling’s Neue Staatsgalerie in Stuttgart, Germany with their circulation ramp entries 

leading into the museum.   It lies flat on the ground, integrated with the topography. 

 

                                                
171 Ibid., 24, 38. 
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The architectural vocabulary of the museum is the vernacular of the region, that is to say 

it is much like the farm buildings of that northeastern area.  It is a park-museum in which silence, 

shadows, and the ambience of the rainy, cool, gray erratic weather of the area blend seamlessly 

with the gray brushed aluminum building.   

 

The Galerie de Temps in the museum is notable for five things:  light, size, blank space, 

absence of color, and circulation of visitors.  The first is the use of light grey aluminum walls to 

create an environment of subtle reflection and secondly is its monumental size.  Third, how and 

where the designer places objects within that much blank space.  Fourth, it is notable for 

absence, in particular the lack of any objects or paintings on the walls, the lack of any vitrines as 

an exhibition management tool to display objects, and the lack of color – only the brushed gray 

aluminum walls with slight reflections remain.  The fifth area is a novel circulation pattern for 

guests. 

 

 The avant-garde museographer/designer, Adrién Gardère, influenced by Carlo Scarpa, 

has placed the carefully curated objects on the floor of the football-field sized gallery.  Most 

significantly, the museum does not have departments or a set pattern for the visitor to follow; the 

visitor can decide where what objects to see, what path to take.  To keep the visitor from being 

overwhelmed, Gardère has placed a terrace at the entrance to the gallery, higher than the gallery 

floor itself, so that visitors can gain control of where they want to wander and what they want to 

see instead of being overwhelmed by a large space.  Equally important to the novel display of 

objects is that the Louvre sent very important pieces of art to Lens such as Liberty Leading the 



 

74 

People.  Only works at the level of the Mona Lisa which are too fragile to travel are withheld 

from going. 

 

Echoing the architectural vocabulary of the wings of the Grand Louvre, the architects 

wanted a scenario in which the structures looked like two boats on the Seine coming together and 

gently docking one up against the other.172   Yet, the Louvre-Lens is actually the extreme 

opposite of the Grand Louvre.  There is opposition in the materials chosen for the Louvre-Lens, 

opposition in lack of design on the exterior surface of the Louvre-Lens, and opposition is use of 

an asymmetrical plan for the Louvre-Lens.  Whereas the Louvre-Lens has a materiality of 

lightness and modernity, the Grand Louvre is rooted in heavy stone masonry.  Whereas the 

Louvre-Lens is a symbol of modernity, free of decoration and friezes, and reveling in its 

“blankness”, the Grand Louvre has an “overwrought surface…bristling with decorative code and 

figural narrative.”173  And, the wings of the Louvre-Lens are asymmetrical flanking a central 

plaza as opposed to the  “hypersymmetry”174 of the palace architecture of the Old Louvre. 

 

Moreover, with the materiality of aluminum and the use of low, blocky-rectilinear forms, 

the buildings also project an industrial sense about them, like shipping containers or freight cars 

waiting to be filled with coal from the trenches, and very similar to the vernacular architecture in 

                                                
172 Karrissa Rosenfield.. “Louvre Lens/SANAA”.  archdaily.  29 Dec 2012.  

http://www.archdaily.com/312978/louvre-lens-sanaa.  
173 Sam Jacobs.  “A Museum of Time.”  Domus.  11 Feb 2013.  
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the region of low and blocky industrial-agricultural buildings.  Rowan Moore of The Guardian 

notes the industrial, working-class connotation of the structure when he critiques the building as 

a “structure which typologically though not aesthetically resembles a cheap booze shed on the 

way to Calais.”175  it is important to remember that this is “architecture of choice,”176 a new 

structure, not a re-purposed or recycled building.  It is architecture that poses cultural and 

political questions, and architecture that is not comfortable. 

 

The juxtaposition of this extremely precise rectilinear form on top of a mining trench and 

adjacent to railroad tracks and incorporated with a wild landscape lends itself to an interesting 

aesthetic that is not normally seen.   The structure is direct, and does not have sense of 

preciousness about it.  However, it will be fascinating to watch how these materials age and how 

the landscape will slowly destroy the perfection of the buildings.  And – even on the inside as 

people use the museum and touch things, the building will morph into something else, and this 

will be fine because over-polished, over-perfect architecture can result in being somewhat soul-

less.   

 

The materiality of a museum is a significant part of what makes it modern.  Glass, steel, 

aluminum – all broadcast clarity, purity, and modernity as opposed to heavily-decorated 

masonry.  Like I.M. Pei and other architects, SANAA takes its direction from the International 

                                                
175 Rowan Moore. 
176 The author got this word choice from Walter C. Kidney’s book title The Architecture of 

Choice: Eclecticism in America 1880-1930. 
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Style of architecture that emerged in the 1920s and 1930s.  The most common characteristics 

from that style found in their work are rectilinear forms; light, taut plane surfaces free of 

ornamentation and decoration; open interior spaces; and a visually weightless construction.177  

The favored materials are glass and steel.  

 

 Furthermore, at the tactile level, there are parts of the building you touch and parts of the 

building you move.  There is particular interest in the tactile quality of the door handles.  The 

architect Juhani Pallasmaa suggests that the door handle is the handshake of the building. 

 

                                                
177 Vincent Scully.  Modern Architecture and Other Essays.  (Princeton:  Princeton University 

Press, 2003), 80-82. 
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Figure 7.  The Louvre-Lens. 

 

 The site contains four one-story buildings of brushed aluminum and glass plus a large 

square (Fig. 4) with slightly curving walls with the angles touching.  The site does have some 

elevation due to excess fill from the mine.178 And – the museums sits on a four meter plateau, of 

which people have made comments that it is elevated.  However, this elevation is not due to the 

                                                
178 Ibid. 
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architect wanting a sense of monumentality; rather, the elevation comes from the mine itself.179  

The electrical components for the mine were installed vertically to take up less land so that the 

surrounding farmers would have more land to use for crops.180  The museum structures were 

purposely built to follow the curving mining trench and to maintain the openness of the site.181   

The rectilinear volumes are 360 meters (1,181 feet) long. 182 Although they appear rectilinear, 

the walls of the galleries are not precise rectangles.  The walls actually curve subtly, following 

the landscape so that they do not conflict with it , and this results in reflections of the people and 

the art inside the galleries.183   

 

The building is purposely built to avoid ascendancy and to avoid detracting from the 

landscape and its curves.  By following the mining trench, the buildings achieve balance and 

scale within the site itself and with the pathways and landscape.184  Entering the building through 

a glazed glass hall, visitors encounter curved glass rooms each of which contain the bookstore, 

the café, and other facilities.185  At the end of this entrance hall in opposite corners are two doors, 

one leading to the building to the east which is 125 meters long and houses the permanent 

                                                
179 Personal interview, Catherine Mosbach. 
180 Ibid. 
181 Amy Frearson.  “Louvre –Lens by SANAA and Imrey Culbert.”  Dezeen.  4 Dec 2012.  
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collection, dating back six centuries.186  The second door leads to the gallery to the west which 

houses the temporary exhibitions with an adjoining auditorium.187   

 

 

Figure 8.  Louvre-Lens.  Ground Floor.  Taken from:  
https://static.dezeen.com/uploads/2012/12/dezeen_Louvre-Lens-by-Sanaa-and-Celia-

Imrey_2_1000.gif. 
 

The relationship between the museum and the city’s residents is highlighted in the central 

pavilion.  This plaza or pavilion with the entrance foyer located there as well is designed so that 

residents of the city can pass through here on their way to do business in the city.188  “The 

                                                

186 Ibid. 
187 Ibid. 
188 “Louvre-Lens. “ The Plan.  http://www.theplan.it/eng/webzine/international-

architecture/louvre-lens#sthash.UUsoEXYI.dpbs.  Accessed 2 Nov 2016. 
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buildings are able to integrate and bring people together through open spaces that connect, in an 

almost extreme way, the interiors and exteriors.”189 

 

The galleries are filled with natural light coming in from the roof through glazed panels, 

and there are louvers to prevent direct sunlight from entering.190  From the galleries one can see 

the park outside  as well as the sky above.  Visitors can see reflections of the park in the 

aluminum on the exterior of the museum and once inside, the light in the galleries reflects the 

visitors and the art on the walls.  This use of reflection plays a role in both the Louvre Abu Dhabi 

and the Louvre-Lens.  In Jean Nouvel’s architecture in Abu Dhabi, water is the source of the 

reflection of the museum; whereas, in Lens, SANAA has used the materiality of aluminum as the 

source to display reflections of nature, visitors, and art. 

 

The importance of white and light to Seijma cannot be stressed enough.  She likes to 

saturate the museum with white because there is no hierarchy.191  In the Louvre-Lens, Seijma has 

used the ubiquitous gray aluminum to create the same effect.  And she likes to diffuse natural 

light to all spaces with no contrasts for the same reason – no hierarchy, no privileging one object 

over another.192  This is a complete contrast to museums which like to target objects by directing 

                                                
189 José Tomás Franco.  “Kazuyo Sejima explains the influence of Light and the Color White in 

SANAA’s work>”  archdaly.  28 Sewpt 2016.  http://www.archdaily.com/795815/kazuyo-
sejima-explains-the-influence-of-light-and-the-color-white-in-sanaas-work.  Accessed 3 Oct 
2016. 
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lighting  towards them such as the Miho Museum, for example, which has objects highlighted 

with a light focused directly on them.  

 

Adrién Gardère curated the main gallery, the Galerie du Temps (Fig. 9).  The Louvre-

Lens is unique in that the museum building was specifically built to suit the displays and 

exhibition area and how the building might need to function in order to accommodate displays 

that are not hung on the walls.  The Galerie du Temps is the largest single space (320,000 sq. ft.) 

Gardère has worked on to date.193  

 

Gardère designed the multi-media installations, storage, the mezzanine as well as the 

Galerie du temps.  Gardère sees himself as a “translator”194 of what archaeologists and art 

historians have to say.  He translates it for the public through the lighting, the color, the mulit-

media presentations in three languages, etc.  He designs so that people can make the museum 

experience their own without the historical elitism.195  He feels that it is job to make people feel 

welcome and that they belong, that is, accessibility for all people.196  It is important to note at 

this juncture that European exhibition designers have considerably more power than their 

American counterparts.  Gardère was an early consultant on the project, and the museum was 

built to suit his purposes. 

                                                
193 Personal Interview.  Adrièn Gardère.  22 Aug 2017. 
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The main gallery consists of a building-sized environment in which light and climate are 

artificially controlled, much like the buildings for growing crops out-of-season.197  The art is not 

on the walls or curated according to departments or genres, rather the sculptures and paintings 

are on plinths in chronological order so that visitors move step-by-step through time, and the 

visitor can wander between the works of art.   Rowan Moore, again, succinctly summarizes it as 

“curatorial heresy” because paintings historically have been hang against stone, plaster, and 

damask rather than the aluminum material of airplanes and cooking foil.198  Although in the 

Louvre-Lens the paintings are NOT hung on the walls, his point is well-taken that this new 

materiality has produced a new approach to art both in curating and in viewing.  By not hanging 

the art on the wall, Gardère has given the interior space agency,199 that is, this gallery has the 

power to influence history and transform the art as well as the spectator. 

 

The art covers six millennia of human history, ranging from prehistoric to the nineteenth 

century.200  They give a suggestion of being free-floating, and there is no hierarchy in which 

sculpture is privileged over painting as in traditionally curated museums, where sculpture is on 

the ground floor with painting being exhibited on the second floor.  Eight hundred objects were 

                                                
197 Jacobs. 
198 Rowan Moore. 
199 Taken from the title of the symposium “The Room Where It Happens:  On the Agency of 

Interior Spaces.”  Harvard Art Museum.  13-14 Oct 2017. 
200 Rowan Moore. 
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carefully thought about and curated down to two hundred and twenty.201  There is room to move 

around and in-between the works of art; they are not jammed together 

 

 

Figure 9.  Le Galerie du Temps.  Taken from:  
http://www.domusweb.it/content/dam/domusweb/en/architecture/2013/02/11/a-museum-of-

time/gallery/big_405931_1079_Senza-titolo-
42.gif/_jcr_content/renditions/cq5dam.web.1280.1280.gif. 

 

 
While the Grand Louvre ‘s collection is comprised of 460,000 objects, of which 35,000 are 

displayed at one time, and has eight curatorial departments, the Louvre-Lens does not have a 

permanent collection.  Instead the Louvre-Lens offers a comparative and transversal view of 

history of the arts, spanning from the invention of writing in Mesopotamia (4th century BC) to 

the mid-nineteenth century and the Industrial Revolution.  The Grand Louvre is defined 

primarily by its Western art and shaped by its curatorial departments consisting of paintings 

(which exhibits works by school: French, Italian, German, English, Flemish, Dutch, and some 
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Scandinavian); Egyptian antiquities; Greek, Etruscan and Roamn Antiquities; Near Eastern 

Antiquities (covering the vast area from North Africa to the Indus River over six millennia); 

sculpture (primarily French sculpture); decorative arts (from tapestry to stained glass to gold 

smith works to ceramics); Islamic arts; and graphic arts (140,000 drawings – a leading collection 

in the world).    

 

 Conversely, the Louvre-Lens limited by the number of objects it can display, selects its 

objects carefully.  Upon opening, it exhibited universally recognized masterpieces, such 

as Gudea, Prince of Lagash, the statuette of Queen Tiye Beside King Amenhotep III, 

the Discophoros, the Angel’s Head mosaic from the basilica in Torcello, Self-Portrait with a 

Friend by Raphael, the Bather by Falconet and Oedipus and the Sphinx by Ingres. 

 

 When Liberty Leading the People was displayed, an activist defaced it.  Again, a sense 

that the art is returning to the people.  The slogan “AE911” was written in a corner of the iconic 

painting with a black marking pen by a female activist.202   AE911 is an organization of 

architects and engineers who believe that 9/11 in the United States was a conspiracy and a part of 

a cover-up.  Of course, a conservator from Paris was dispatched immediately to repair the 

damage; yet it is this sense of people engaging with the art, letting their opinions be known, that 

is important to note in a satellite museum where it was thought no one would have much interest. 

                                                
202 Ben McPartland.  “Woman Defaces Louvre’s Iconic Delacroix Painting.”  8 Feb 2013. 

https://www.thelocal.fr/20130208/probe-after-famous-louvre-painting-vandalised.   
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Gardère did not want people poured into the gallery, nor did he want them overwhelmed 

by the large pieces of sculpture installed on the floor.  Thus, he created a terrace at the entrance 

where people are at a noticeably higher elevation than the art.  They can view the entire gallery, 

decide where they want to go.203  That is, the visitor dominates the gallery, rather than the art 

dominating the visitor.204 

 

Originally, the work and design were about managing the ceiling heights, but that 

changed and evolved into working with a large space the size of a football field.205  For the first 

time, all the objects of art are together either by time or geography, not by genre or department.  

There are no walls, no frontiers.  On 125 meters (410 feet), Gardère says that you cannot put 

things on the walls.  It is just too lengthy.206 

 

Gardère tries to bring a dialogue to the art, that it is intellectually engaging.  People build 

their own bridges with the art, rather than being forced to go follow a certain path through room 

after room.207  That is extremely empowering. 
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After seeing the full effect of the absence of paintings on the walls, Seijma did not want 

anything on the walls – ever.208  Only the timeline would be on the walls.  She changed the walls 

from white to aluminum to accomplish this.209 

 

Most architectural critics consider the curatorial work to be innovative and avant-garde.  

But – there is a precedent for this type of space exhibition.  Rowan Moore made the connection 

and linked it to Lina Bo Bardi’s work in her museum in Brazil.210  In her museum, the art is on a 

sheet of glass and forms a “grove of art” for the visitor to walk through.  However, Adrien 

Gardère says that he was influenced by Carlo Scarpa’s work in Venice where objects were 

“suspended on feet.”211  It is Seijima who likes Bo Bardi’s work in São Paulo and introduced 

Gardère to it, but only after he had his plans to NOT hang objects on the walls.212  Gardère 

suggests that his work is more fluid and approachable than Bo Bardi’s, which is set in rows and 

is more systematic with a military precision to it.213  A visitor can weave more freely through 

Gardère’s installation. 

 

Sam Jacob, however, suggests that this gallery is the weakest part of SANAA’s program.  

“If the studio's work could be characterised by one thing, it would be the ability to make matrix 
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field plans of tremendous abstraction, a kind of hyperrelational field. Yet here, these gestures are 

left behind in other parts of the museum, in the bubble-plan pavilions of bookshops, cafes and 

restaurants, for example. In this great hall, we ironically seem to return to a hyper-formality, a 

space striated with meaning rather than ambiguity (where even every step means moving 

forward or backward in time).”214 

 

It is important to note that only art and its viewers are in circulation in the museum.  The 

administration is housed separately in a structure outside of the galleries.  The Los Angeles 

County Museum of Art is also following this path and moving its curators, clerical personnel, 

and other administrators out of the proposed new structure so that art becomes the principal 

reason for the museum. 

 

Commentary on the landscape covers a spectrum from an abbreviated description of the 

color of the slag heaps to a lyrical response to the flowers, forests, and pathways.  The 

architectural critics for The Guardian, Rowan Moore and Oliver Wainwright, did not comment 

much on the landscape, only a sentence or two; and perhaps that was because they were writing 

at the opening (2013) and the landscape was not fully developed.  However, two years later, 

Diedrich waxes absolutely poetic as she describes the renovated mining site, “For those who 

have walked the pioneer forest in the northeast part of the plot, smelled the flowering understory 

in early summer, splashed through the puddles left by the rain, appreciated the silence when 
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lying on one of the body-charming benches, a walk through any other pioneer forest will recall 

this experience.”215 

 

And – that brings us to the point of determining where the Louvre-Lens fits in the larger 

institutional history of the Louvre.  Critics have suggested it is the Louvre re-inventing itself.  I 

do not see it as a re-invention.  I see it as exactly what the Louvre Director planned:  a good 

satellite museum, and it is the embodiment of modernity with its minimalism, lack of hierarchy 

in either the architecture or the galleries, its materials, and its re-use of an old mining trench. 

Succinctly, what you have in Lens is a singularly sophisticated and minimalist building for a 

local population who really do not want it.  The emphasis is on the aesthetic achieved by 

blending the gray-brushed aluminum building with the gray, rainy atmosphere to produce an 

ethereal effect.   

 

As it turns out, not only is the museum becoming successful, but the town has aspirations 

as well.  The museum has only been open five years and already it is gaining respect and taking 

on more work. Francois Holland announced that he wants to have a storage facility at Lievins, 

just outside Lens, to store the Louvre’s artifacts in circumstances such as when the Seine floods 

Paris and for global artifacts that need to be protected in areas of conflict and war.  Needless to 

say, the Paris curators, in their comfortable life-long positions, are nervous.  Now it has 
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developed that the actual facility will be just outside the property line of the Louvre-Lens.216  

Eighty percent of the Louvre’s Islamic art collection will be housed here.217  This is another idea 

of the city fathers to generate more work and revenue for the town.218 
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CHAPTER 4 

THE UNIVERSAL MUSEUM IN THE ARABIAN PENINSULA 
 
 

Before the Louvre expanded to Lens, France, an agreement was brokered with Abu 

Dhabi to open a branch in the Emirates.  This was a “calibrated effort to provide what was never 

before possible in the Middle East”219   It was  a merger of the past with the present and an 

attempt to integrate diversity with nationalism.  Moreover, it paved the way for the Louvre-Lens 

even though the Lens museum opened before the Louvre Abu Dhabi.   

 

The French have a long history with the territories of the eastern Mediterranean and have 

been associated with the Levant for at least three centuries, but not for colonizing reasons as one 

might think.  The French wanted colonies of settlers in the New World, but in the Levant, they 

wanted ports.   

 

In 2006, it was announced that a cultural district would be created on the man-made 

Saadiyat Island off the coast of Abu Dhabi in the United Arab Emirates.220    Saadiyat is a 27 km 

(6,682 acres)  island comprised of nineteen pavilions and criss-crossed by a series of canals.  The 

island is a waterfront luxury residential, commercial, and cultural enterprise with educational 

institutions such as New York University and Cranleigh as well.  The buildings are designed by 
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some of the most famous architects of our time: the Guggenheim Museum (Frank Gehry), the 

Performing Arts Center (Zaha Hadid), the Maritime Museum (Tadao Ando) and the Louvre 

(Jean Nouvel).  This use of architecture as a hallmark of culture and sophistication to bring 

tourists to the area is similar to the arts districts in the United States.  One such example is the 

Dallas, Texas Arts District, which is the largest in the United States and has world-class 

architecture from renown architects such as Sir Norman Foster, I. M. Pei, and Rem Koolhaass.  

Additionally with the architecture on Saadiyat Island, Abu Dhabi seeks also to surpass Doha in 

Qatar, which had hitherto been the main commitment to culture in the Gulf, with its Museum of 

Islamic Art, designed by I. M. Pei. 

 

Originally, the Emiratis just wanted a conventional museum. 221   However, in working 

with the French and almost exclusively under their influence, the museum transformed into a 

universal institution.222   As we have seen, the concept of a universal museum is a venerable one, 

with centuries of history.  Yet, this concept offered a revolutionary way for Abu Dhabi to exceed 

expectations by going beyond a conventional museum and becoming a “truly global institution 

reflecting a new kind of universalism.”223  After numerous construction delays, the Louvre Abu 

Dhabi opened in November 2017. 

Initially, in July 2006, during the planning stages of Saadiyat Island’s cultural district, the 

Louvre’s name was not mentioned or considered.  The planned cultural district revolved around 
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a performing arts hub and four museums, of which the Guggenheim Museum was the primary 

focal point.  At that time, all that was done was to delegate the building of a hoped-for 

conventional art museum to the architect Jean Nouvel.  In actuality, this press is a little 

misleading.   Talks with the Louvre had begun a year earlier in 2005, and a few months before 

the Guggenheim was contacted. 

 

The association with the Louvre was talked about in Abu Dhabi as early as 2004.  

However, the death that same year of Sheikh Zayed bin Sultan Al Nhyan, Abu Dhabi’s king 

since 1966 and the force behind the 1971 unification of the emirates that make up the United 

Arab Emirates, changed the power structure.   Coming into power now, the sons of Sheikh Zayed 

bin Sultan Al Nahyan were eager to link the emirate’s name to that of the Louvre at that time     

Thomas Krens, who was director of the Solomon R. Guggenheim Foundation at that time, 

indicates that he was involved from the beginning as he was in charge of developing Saadiyat 

Island which has plans for a Guggenheim Museum and several other museums; and furthermore, 

that both he and Jean Nouvel designed the Louvre Abu Dhabi, beginning with a drawing on a 

luncheon napkin at Colombe d’Or Restaurant in St. Paul de Vence.224  Initially, the Louvre was 

not on board with the idea of a museum in the Arabian Peninsula; so Krens took the Emiratis to 

the Hermitage Museum to discuss their involvement in building a museum in the Middle East.225  

It was a clever ploy to create competition and generate interest on the part of the Louvre.  In 

                                                
224 Thomas Krens.  Personal Interview.  Dallas TX.  23 May 2018. 
225 Ibid. 
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establishing a Louvre in the Middle East, there was a shift in Abu Dhabi from a conventional art 

museum as first requested by the Emiratis to a universal one as preferred by the French.  But 

equally important for French foreign policy, France received a 500 garrison army base, the first 

on foreign soil in fifty years as part of the deal.226  Under Loyrette’s tenure as director, as we 

have seen, he expanded the boundaries of the Louvre.  Not content to have it a Parisian only 

museum, he pushed for the satellite location in Lens and the branch in Abu Dhabi, lending a 

sense of internal colonization to the endeavors. 

 

The importance of this shift in power and its resulting desire for association with the 

Louvre cannot be underestimated.  For, it was precisely because the request came from Abu 

Dhabi that the Louvre has a branch there and not from the misinformed conclusion that the 

Louvre Abu Dhabi resulted from “an outsider proposal deriving from the economic globalization 

of museums, as the latter involvement of the Guggenheim Foundation might appear to 

suggest.”227   However, with that said, the museological specifications and significantly the 

content of the Louvre Abu Dhabi were determined in Paris.228 

As early as 2005, the term “universalism” at the direction of Henri Loyrette, the Louvre’s 

director at that time, became associated with the Louvre Abu Dhabi.  Under Loyrette’s tenure as 

director, as we have seen, he expanded the boundaries of the Louvre.  This shift in Abu Dhabi 

                                                
226 Ibid.  (Thomas Krens is writing a book on the Louvre Abu Dhabi titled Art, Money, Oil and 

Guns – a title the author of this dissertation is jealous of – wishing she had thought of that title 
for her dissertation.) 

227 Kazerrouni. 
228 Ibid. 
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from a conventional art museum as first requested by the Emiratis to a universal one as preferred 

by the French is significant for two reasons, and both fall favorably in France’s camp.  First, 

there is an economic advantage.  The collection in Abu Dhabi would be extensive and would 

include not only European Old Masters on loan from the Louvre but include contemporary art 

from the Centre Pompidou and non-Western artifacts from the Musée du Quai Branly.  This 

sharing of resources took the pressure off the Louvre.  No longer did it have to provide loans for 

the entire thirty-year period of the contract, rather the works from ten other museums could be 

loaned and participate in the enterprise.  Moreover, it is very important to note that the contract is 

for thirty years only, and at the end of that time, the museum has a name change and becomes the 

National Museum of Abu Dhabi.  The power and prestige associated with the Louvre name/ 

brand will be gone. 

 

Secondly, there is a connection with the Declaration on the Importance and Value of 

Universal Museums.  In 2002, the Louvre was a signatory of that document.  Despite the 

controversies and debates surrounding that document, the significance is that the Louvre is a 

UNIVERSAL museum and that is transferred to the Louvre Abu Dhabi as well. 

 

This museum was surrounded by uncertainties. The construction of the museum was 

delayed for a decade riddled with economic uncertainty, regional turmoil, and workers’ rights 

violations. The fluctuating oil prices from the country’s natural resources suggests that the 

wealth that everyone thinks Abu Dhabi has is, at best, tenuous.  The Art Newspaper uses the 
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metaphor of a mirage when discussing the wealth of Abu Dhabi and other Gulf States.229  Along 

with declining oil wealth, the threat from terrorism, although a factor for all museums, is equally 

disheartening.  Furthermore, it is not only the museums that are affected, but the art market in the 

Gulf States as well.  Georgina Adams of The Art Newspaper summarizes the art market in the 

Gulf States as stagnating: 

 

It is difficult to avoid the impression that the Gulf mirage is fading. The 

Guggenheim Abu Dhabi project seems stalled and no acquisitions have been 

announced recently; the opening of the Louvre Abu Dhabi has been delayed 

again, although buying continues; while the Qataris, having accumulated a 

sensational selection of works of art, appear to be cutting back on spending. And 

falling oil revenues have caused budgets to be slashed widely. Unrest in the 

region is discouraging tourism. I see this market continuing to stagnate.230 

 

For years, Dubai was the most well-known emirate, but it has gone through its oil 

revenue and overbuilt.  Abu Dhabi is the capital of the emirates and was for a time, richer than 

Dubai, but less well-known.  The changing winds of the international oil market have put the 

Middle East in a less advantageous position as of 2017.  Building art museums goes well with 

the government’s desire to promote cultural capital and for educational purposes with the 

                                                
229 Georgina Adams.  “The art market in 2017: perplexing times for pundits worldwide.”  The Art 

Newspaper.  9 Jan 2017.  http://theartnewspaper.com/market/the-art-market-in-2017-
perplexing-times-for-pundits-worldwide/.  Accessed 17 Jan 2017 

230 Ibid. 
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universities that have been established there, but art museums do not generate the revenue that 

oil does.  The government will need to subsidize the art and the cultural properties.  Moreover, 

Abu Dhabi wanted a more sophisticated and cultivated tourist rather than the loud beach-goers 

who frequent Dubai; so a culture of education and museums will accomplish that goal.  

Humans have shaped landscapes through “habitation, cultivation, exploitation, and 

stewardship,”231 and this cultural landscape has influenced intellectual thought in other fields 

such as architecture.  Generally, architecture has been considered as an integral and 

comprehensive part of the cultural landscape with typical standard architectural histories 

analyzing structures and buildings as isolated objects with only minimal acknowledgement of 

wider ramifications.   

 

While governments are the primary agents for defining territories, geopolitical events as 

well as mass tourism, heritage management such as UNESCO (United Nations Educational, 

Scientific and Cultural Organization), religious and special interest organizations play their part 

in defining territories.232  Buildings may become spatial generators, not only in the immediate 

vicinity, but also in a larger sense in that the buildings and the accompanying structures such as 

roads, bridges, military installations, and industrial facilities can create large-scale territories. 

The architecture and its detailing can move from a localized economy to regional to global, and 

with this comes the changes and effects of gentrification. 

                                                
231 “From Building to Continent: How Architecture makes Territories”.  Society of Architectural 

Historians.  Call for Papers  28-29 Jun 2018.  http://www.sah.org/jobs-and-careers/recent-
opportunities/page/6   

232 Ibid. 
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There is a perception of the universal museum building as elitist and a venue of high 

culture for the wealthy.  More significantly, we ascribe POWER to the universal art museum 

whether because of its large size, its large endowment, or its large crowds.  It is expected to be a 

model for cultural diversity, civic responsibilities, a tourist attraction, social venue and mall of 

culture, and model for developing nations. 

 

However, when the universal museum is an import, we must consider what it means to 

design for a culture.    Abu Dhabi is a young country, only forty-six years old, but has aspirations 

of being a global cultural center.  Yet, critics, particularly Western critics, question whether a 

reliable narrative can be told about the history and culture.233  One of the frequent complaints in 

Abu Dhabi is “Everything is imported here.”234   In addition to the partnerships with Western  

museums and organizations such as the Cleveland Clinic, NYU and the Sorbonne, there are 

many Kentucky Fried Chicken stores and Pizza Huts as well as the French grocery chain, 

Carrefour.   The Western institutions overshadow the country’s own history and culture, causing 

it to be discounted or ignored.235    

In addition to the architecture of the universal museum changing the thinking of visitors, 

the contents of the museums can have a profound effect on the thinking of the guests.  These 

universal art museums are not patriotic or nationalistic in scope, rather they appeal to something 

                                                
233 Shaj Mathew. “The Power of the Louvre Abu Dhabi.”  The New Republic.  5 Dec 2017. 
234 Ibid. 
235 Ibid. 
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broader, not geographical borders, but concepts that broaden the intellect and appeal to universal 

markers such as education and decency.  

 

The museum is an agent of change, a change from a culture of Ferrari race tracks and 

shopping malls to a mall of culture. Museums like shopping malls are public spaces for social 

activity. The Louvre Abu Dhabi is an architectural tourist attraction much like the Guggenheim 

Bilbao.  Yet, it is also a force for changing the culture of Abu Dhabi.  Prior to the museum’s 

opening, the culture was one of the shopping mall with luxury boutiques and indoor ski 

pavilions.  This is a sea change in which the Louvre Abu Dhabi is an agent to change the culture 

from one of consumerism to one of intellectual development. 

 

There is a dualism to the Louvre Abu Dhabi architecture.  In one way, the architecture 

defines the territory.  With the domed architecture, it radiates Middle Eastern culture.  Yet, the 

architecture also expands the territory as well as the boundaries of the people themselves as it 

provides a place to assemble Western, Eastern, and Middle Eastern art and a space to broaden the 

thinking of traditional Middle Eastern identities and thinking.   

 

There is one criticism of the universal art museum, whether it is imported or not, that it 

camouflages the real problems of the world  -- human rights violations, philosophical 

differences, and racism.  Using the Louvre Abu Dhabi as just one example, according to Holland 

Cotter, the Louvre Abu Dhabi glosses over certain areas and sugarcoats others:  slavery, 
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ideological repression, and the warrior culture.236  For instance, the aggressive, male warrior 

culture is glossed over and called “The Art of War” in which the curatorial message appears to 

be: “Look how well fighters dressed!”237 

 

In Abu Dhabi, moreover, there is a wide disparity between the global elite audiences that 

many of these universal art museums are trying to attract and the foreign workers, who are close 

to being indentured servants from Southeast Asia, who built the museum.  Then, there are rumors 

of gun-running and criminal activity.  While the museum is promoting itself as a museum for all 

humanity; the actuality is far from that. 

 

The human rights violations have been documented in the world press.  Ninety percent of 

the labor in the United Arab Emirates is migrant labor; it is the most densely populated migrant 

labor force in the world.  The use of the kafala system means that the laborers who come from 

impoverished countries, particularly those in Southeast Asia, are sponsored by Emirati firms and 

individuals.  The laborers can remain as long as they do not engage in any activities that are even 

remotely political.  Citizenship is almost never granted to the laborers as the Emirates retain the 

Arabic philosophy that citizenship is passed down from the father and marriage between 

nationals is encouraged.  Thus, the migrant laborers both blue collar and white collar such as 

teachers build and contribute to the society, but they are never considered a part of it. 

                                                

236 Holland Cotter.  “Louvre Abu Dhabi, an Arabic-Galactic Wonder, Revises Art History.”  The New York Times.  28 Nov. 2017 
237 Ibid. 
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Jean Nouvel, who is often perceived by his associates to be dictatorial, doughty, and a 

self-publicist, extravagantly praises his museum as having a  “symbolic and even spiritual 

meaning”238 backed up by slavish media support.  Nouvel is dismissive of the labor violations, 

sloughing it off as an “old question.”239  Guy Mannes-Abbott writing in the Middle East Eye 

contextualizes  the museum as a “memorial to forced labor,”240 really a metaphor for modern day 

slavery.  While there has been minimal reform, however, the labor violations have remained, that 

is, passports are held by the employer, wages are not paid, and end-of-service benefits are not 

paid either.   

 

Foreigners constitute 95 percent of the workforce in the UAE, and as of 2005, there were 

8,095,126 migrant workers in the country. The roughly 20 percent of migrant workers who are 

employed in construction are overwhelmingly men from South Asia (India and Bangladesh), 

many of them illiterate and from impoverished rural communities.  In Abu Dhabi, the migrant 

laborers live in a camp at the remote tip of Saadiyat Island, disconnected and segregated from 

main society. 

                                                
238 Guy Mannes-Abbott.  “Louvre Abu Dhabi:  A Memorial to Forced Labor?”  Middle East Eye.   

9 Nov 2017.  https://www.middleeasteye.net/columns/louvre-abu-dhabi-universal-museum-or-
memorial-forced-labour-1371077816.  Accessed 15 Oct 2018. 

239 Hannah McGivern, Aimee dawson, and Anna Somers Cocks.  “Louvre Abu Dhabi opens but 
questions over welfare of migrant workers persist.  The Art Newspaper.  15 Nov. 2017.  
https://www.theartnewspaper.com/news/louvre-abu-dhabi-opens-but-questions-over-welfare-
of-migrant-workers-persist.  Accessed 15 Oct 2018. 

240 Mannes-Abbott.  
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Wages for migrant construction labor range from US$100-$200 per month.  The migrant 

laborers have to pay recruiting fees to the employment recruiting firms of approximately 

USD$2000-$3000, and it takes them two years to pay this off.  It is only after this fee is paid that 

they can send their wages back to t heir home country. 

 

Migrant workers, who comprise the vast majority of the private workforce, continued to 

face exploitation and abuse. They remained tied to employers under the kafala sponsorship 

system and were denied collective bargaining rights. Trade unions remained banned and migrant 

workers who engaged in strike action faced deportation and a one-year ban on returning to the 

UAE. 

In September of 2017, Federal Law No.10 came into effect, limiting working hours and 

providing for weekly leave and 30 days’ paid annual leave as well as the right to retain personal 

documents. The law appeared to enable employees to end their contract of employment if the 

employer violated any of its terms, and stipulated that disputes would be adjudicated by 

specialized tribunals as well as by courts. However, workers remained vulnerable to employers 

accusing them of overly broad and vague crimes such as “failing to protect their employer’s 

secrets”, which carry fines of up to Dh100,000 (USD27,225) or a six-month prison sentence. 

In September the UN CERD Committee expressed concern over the lack of monitoring 

and enforcement of measures to protect migrant workers, and over barriers faced by migrant 
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workers in accessing justice, such as their unwillingness to submit complaints for fear of adverse 

repercussions. 

 

Along with this use of migrant labor, there is the question as to whether the architect is 

designing for a culture or is the architecture a result of the hubris of the architect.  Did the 

architect just pull this design out of his back pocket because he has used it so much?  In 2001 

Jean Nouvel designed a dome for a proposed new Los Angeles County Museum of Art (Fig. 7).  

It looks very similar to what he designed for the Louvre Abu Dhabi.   The similarities between 

the design for Los Angeles and the Louvre Abu Dhabi lie in the use of the dome, the 

horizontality of the layout, and the use of a promenade with smaller buildings alongside it.  The 

counterpoint to the assessment that Nouvel is using a familiar design over and over again comes 

from the architect Jean-Louis Cohen who suggests architects become obsessed about certain 

ideas and repeat them and use them throughout their work. 

 

While the Louvre Abu Dhabi is the newest and costliest universal art museum, it is 

significantly the first universal art museum in the Middle East.  The museum, with its panoramic 

views of both the sea and the city, is considered to be urban and a part of the city, but it is 

actually APART from the city on this man-made island that is connected to the mainland by a 

bridge.  But- this island has a connotation similar to the perception of the art museum, that is, 

elitist.  Saadiyat Island is planned to be a complex of luxury hotels, condos, villas, high-end 

boutiques, and really is a destination for an international class of people with wealth and leisure 

time. 
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Abu Dhabi is similar to Los Angeles in that everyone drives to events and locations.  No 

one walks.  In cities such as San Francisco where people walk to functions, they are going at a 

slow pace so that they can actually pay attention to the surrounding architecture and its 

ornaments or lack thereof.  In cities such as Los Angeles, for example, people drive to their 

destination and pass by the buildings at a speed that usually prohibits a close reading of the 

architecture. 

 

One differentiating characteristic of this museum is that it is on the water, and there is the 

wonderful exotic juxtaposition of sand versus water that the other two museums do not have.  In 

the architecture of the Arabian world, water plays an important part.  Water doesn’t necessarily 

play the same role in traditional European architecture as it does in Islamic architecture. The 

Quran states that “every living thing is made of water,” and the prominence of this thought is 

visible in Islam’s use of water. The role played by water in Islamic architecture is as symbolic as 

it is practical. Water is not only used in a purely utilitarian manner: after all, it is the source of 

life and thus carries an important connotation – not only for Islam, but also for many cultures 

that associate it with life, purification and sustainability.241 

 

Water in Persian gardens has a particularly symbolic meaning, but it also helps to create a 

microcosm in which the air is cooled and the shade trees are watered. Moreover, its serene sound 

                                                
241 “The Role of Water in Islamic Architecture.”  The Culture Trip.  

https://theculturetrip.com/middle-east/articles/water-in-islamic-architecture/.  Accessed 19 Jan 
2017. 
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eclipses any aggressive sound from the nearby city. The Persian garden, representing paradise on 

earth, is divided into four sections by waterways. In fact, the word ‘paradise’ in English comes 

from the Old Persian word pairidaēza, which refers to a walled garden. In these halcyon gardens, 

water is used to create different effects. From an aesthetic perspective, it greatly emphasizes 

visual axes and reflects the exquisite architecture of surrounding buildings – endlessly 

multiplying their majestic grandeur.242 

 

However, with all of that said, my sense is that this museum is also very much a building 

for the twenty-first century, more in the manner of waterfront museums such as the Tate Modern 

on the Thames or the Guggenheim in Bilbao, rather than the Alhambra in Spain.  It is not a 

sacred bath such as the Kurama Shrine and Baths in Kyoto in which bathing is associated with 

communing with nature, nor is it a symbolic water element such as the ancient Baths of 

Caracalla in Rome in which bathing was associated with social events and the baths were more 

of a leisure center.  

 

                                                
242 Ibid. 
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Figure 10.  Louvre Abu Dhabi. 
http://www.louvre.fr/sites/default/files/imagecache/940x768/medias/medias_images/imag

es/louvre-projet-architectural-du-louvre-abou-dabi-vue-exterieure_0.jpg.  Accessed 28 
Feb 2017. 

 

Architectural critics and bloggers alike find the Louvre Abu Dhabi an outstanding 

example of the intersection of Arabia and modern architecture.  One architect and blogger, 

Carlos Zeballos, writes, “The Louvre Museum is, in my humble opinion, the proposal that better 

interpreted the genius loci and the urban characteristics, architecture and culture of the Middle 

East, without falling into copying vernacular forms.”243  However, this dome is 7500 tons and is 

far from an ordinary structure, it is, however, very much a part of the architectural vocabulary of 

the Middle East. 

 

                                                
243 Carlos Zeballos.  “My Architectural Moleskeine.”  

http://architecturalmoleskine.blogspot.com/search?q=Louvre+Abu+Dhabi.  Accessed 21 Oct 
2016. 
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Moreover, I believe these critics, architects, and bloggers are swayed by Nouvel’s use of 

the dome.  The Arabian architectural element of the dome, with its prevalence throughout the 

Middle East, was implemented by Jean Nouvel, but he flattened it for the Louvre Abu Dhabi. 

 

Of course, the dome fits perfectly in this Arabian land.  But – this brings to the fore the 

idea of architecture and boundaries and using architecture to make territories.  Governments, 

religious groups, heritage sites, and mass tourism all contribute to territories, boundaries, and 

nation-states, but architecture, too, helps to define it.  Saadiyat Island is a man-made island, 

pushing the physical boundaries of Abu Dhabi, and the museum itself expands boundaries by 

bringing in new ideas in technical expertise, innovative materials, the flow of human workers, 

and most importantly, the creation and dissemination of ideas. 

However, it also brings up the question as to whether the architect is designing for a 

culture or is the architecture a result of the hubris of the architect.  Did the architect just pull this 

design out of his back pocket because he has used it so much?  In 2001 Jean Nouvel designed a 

dome for a proposed new Los Angeles County Museum of Art (Fig. 11).  It looks very similar to 

what he designed for the Louvre Abu Dhabi (Fig. 6) which echo each other in the use of the 

dome, the horizontality of the layout, and the use of a promenade with smaller buildings 

alongside it.  The counterpoint to the assessment that Nouvel is using a familiar design over and 

over again comes from the architect Jean-Louis Cohen who suggests architects become obsessed 

about certain ideas and repeat them and use them throughout their work. 
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Moreover, in this age of nearly universal access to the internet, critiques abound.  One 

other blogger, Claudio Velez, suggests that Nouvel’s Louvre Abu Dhabi is not of the quality he 

once produced. 

 

The difference between the render and the final product, i (sic) was expecting 

more, Jean nouvel (sic) did awesome projects back then, like the monde arab 

(sic), or the monolithe  (sic) (for example, from all the crap he has built lately, this 

project [The Louvre Abu Dhabi] is actually good, but nothing like the projects he 

did years ago, just like herzog & meuron (sic).244 

 

 

 

Figure 11.  Jean Nouvel.  Proposed Building Plan for Los Angeles County Museum of Art 

 

To return to the dome architecture, Nouvel did implement the use of the mashrabiyya, a 

set of overlapping frames in imitation of the latticework typical of Islamic buildings that the French 

                                                
244 Claudio Velez.  Dezeen. 
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architect used in his early Institute of the Arab World in Paris or his recent Tower in Doha, Qatar.245   

This enables the light to be controlled in such a way that it dapples the interior of the museum, 

much like the light filtering through a palm tree or the soft natural light at the Alhambra or the 

Cordoba Mosque.246 

 

 Nouvel had said he wanted the museum to be like a lost city or a ruin.247  There is a sense 

of separation from the other buildings on the island; rather than trying to fit in, the structure basks 

in its uniqueness and sense of solitude.  Although a microclimate is created, part oasis and part 

desert dunes, incorporating plants, water, and sand, the visitors feel as if they are entering a 

different world.  They seem to be entering a self-contained environment-- an island on an island.  

However, it is not an idyllic world of paradise as Arabian architecture likes to allude to, but rather 

“a trigger to question a sense of time,” 248 a world unto itself. 

 

The Louvre Abu Dhabi (Fig. 12) uses a long corridor, a ‘street’ or concourse to circulate 

visitors to the galleries.  This concourse is on the exterior as part of a plaza and a walkway.  Yet, 

the use of this concourse with galleries off to the side is a critical part of the architectural 

program. 

 

                                                
245 Carlos Zeballos. 
246 Ibid. 
247 Ibid. 
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Essentially, in looking at the museums, one must understand the manner in which their 

collections are assembled – their conceptual/curatorial structure.  Are they chronological, or by 

culture, or by geographic location?  For the Louvre-Lens, the objects are in chronological order, 

following along a subtly shaded timeline along the brushed aluminum wall, but you can move 

back and forth between time periods.  You are not enclosed in one room for a particular time 

period and then have to move to the next room for the following time period.  For the Louvre 

Abu Dhabi, the art is curated by cultural themes.  In Los Angeles, the art will be assembled by 

cultural themes rather than chronological in Zumthor’s proposed galleries. 



 

110 

 

Figure 12.  Louvre Abu Dhabi Floor Plan. 

 

 

While all the museums have an encyclopedic or universal collection as their focus, these 

museums are particularly known for remarkable pieces in their collection and also absences.  At 

the Louvre Abu Dhabi, the purchase of the world’s most expensive painting in 2017, Leonardo 

da Vinci’s Salvator Mundi, at $456 million is particularly notable.  The French media argues 
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“culture requires more than just a checkbook.”249  And – Parisians are very opinionated that the 

art they loan be  reflective of French sensitivities and taste, that is, the French are concerned 

about censorship of body images and political ideas in art in the Abu Dhabi Museum.250   

 

Regarding contemporary art, the Louvre-Lens only exhibits that in temporary exhibitions, 

and the Louvre Abu Dhadi had not originally planned to have large amounts of contemporary art 

because of the Guggenheim next door.  However, with the delay in the opening of the 

Guggenheim, the Louvre Abu Dhabi had to acquire rapidly contemporary art and to also secure 

loans from the Centre Pompidou.  In contrast to both the Louvre-Lens and the Louvre Abu 

Dhabi, the Los Angeles County Museum of Art is known for its massive, contemporary 

landscape and exterior anchor pieces. 

The Louvre Abu Dhabi has 55 rooms, and 23 of those are gallery space. There are 600 

works on display.  Three hundred are from the Louvre Abu Dhabi’s permanent collection, and 

three hundred are on loan from French museums.251 They are arranged according to cultural 

themes of script, religion, culture, language, art, and life after death, not chronologically or 

geographically.252   There are Peruvian and Chinese objects side by side with objects from 

                                                
249 Thomas Adamson. “Louvre Abu Dhabi shows off its treasures in Paris.” 29 Apr 2014.  On 

line.  http://news.yahoo.com/louvre-abu-dhabi-shows off-treasures-paris-135436566.html.  27 
May 2014. 

250 Anna Kraft. 
251 James Tarmy.  “What You’ll See in the Louvre Abu Dhabi’s Billion-Dollar Art Collection.”  

https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2017-11-07/what-s-in-the-louvre-abu-dhabi-s-
billion-dollar-art-collection.  On-line.  Accessed 17 Dec 2017. 

252 Mani.  “Louvre Abu Dhabi:  Constructing the narrative using design.”    
https://wp.nyu.edu/thoughtsonwayfinding/2017/11/22/louvre-abu-dhabi-constructing-the-
narrative-using-design/.  On-line Accessed 13 Dec 2017. 
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India.253  In one room, there is a vitrine with a Quran side by side with a statue of the Virgin 

Mary and when one looks at the display case head-on, one can see a dancing Shiva behind it.254  

There is one darkened room with an Egyptian row boat at the entrance and then Mesopotamian 

artifacts and coins inside the room255.  In another gallery, statues from Egypt, Africa, and Greece 

are in a linear alignment.256  The Louvre Abu Dhabi is working very hard to be a cultural 

crossroads, and critics and bloggers alike are speculating as to whether this use of cultural 

themes will remain as the curatorial focus or if they will return to groupings by time or 

geography.  The Louvre Abu Dhabi is at its most innovative by juxtaposing Western and non-

Western art in the same gallery. 

 

In the Great Vestibule is the Isis Lactans Group as well as a Virgin and Child sculpture.  

The galleries number twelve with Gallery 1 being First Villages with a Bactrian Princess 

sculpture and a Cypriot plaque idol; Gallery 2 is First Great Powers with a funeral set of Princess 

Henuttawy (c. 945 BC); Gallery 3 (Civilizations and Empires) contains an archaic sphinx and a 

Fang Shu vase; Universal Religions comprises Gallery 4 with a leaf from the Blue Qur’an and a 

Dancing Shiva; Gallery 5 is Asian Trade Routes with a head of Buddha and a silver inlaid 

samovar with astrological decorations; Gallery 6 is titled “From the Mediterranean to the 

Atlantic” with a Mau Cha Lion and Giovanni Bellini’s “Wittgenstein” Madonna (mid-1480s); 

                                                
253 Ibid. 
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The World in Perspective is Gallery 7 with Hans Holbein the Younger’s portrait of Sir Thomas 

Wyatt the Younger (1539-1542); Gallery 8 is the Magnificence of the Court with a metal turban 

helmet; Galley 9 is a New Art of Living with Kitagawa Utamaro;s Young Mother Playing a 

Samisen (c. 1798) and Franics Cotes’ portrait of William Welby and his wife playing chess (mid-

1700s); A Modern Hand? is explored in Gallery 10 with Gustave Caillebotte’s Game of Bezique 

(1880); Gallery 11 is Challenging Modernity with Paul Klee’s Oriental Bliss (1938); and last, 

Gallery 12 is a Global Stage with Ai Weiwei’s Fountain of Light (2017).  The collection seems 

conservative to start off – no nudes, no provocative statements. 

 

There seem to be deficiencies with the curating.  One blogger, named Mani who is a 

design student at the Abu Dhabi branch of New York University, states that if one wants to see a 

particular work of art, one must walk through all the exhibits to get to it.257  He suggests that 

better signage and labeling would help.  Giovanni Bellini’s Madonna and Child and Mark 

Rothko’s No. 14 were badly hung and poorly lit.258  Alberto Giacometti’s statue of a woman was 

well-done and well-lit, but it was next to a “stupendously badly hung” Alexander Calder 

mobile.259 

 

                                                
257 Mani.  “The Louvre Abu Dhabi:  The Good, the Bad.”  

https://wp.nyu.edu/thoughtsonwayfinding/2017/11/22/louvre-abu-dhabi-the-good-the-bad/.  
On-line.  Accessed 13 Dec 2017. 

258 Ibid 
259 Ibid 
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In one room that had important paintings such as Whistler’s Mother, Van Gogh’s Self-

Portrait, and Manet’s Portrait of a Boy, a vitrine with Degas’ Dancers blocks the view (Fig. 13). 

 

Figure 13.  Degas Dancers blocking Whistler’s Mother painting. 

 

The Cy Twombly paintings (Fig. 14) were blocked by an antiquated black barrier system when a 

newer infrared alarm system would have been aesthetically more pleasing. 

 

 
!
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Figure 14.  Cy Twombly paintings blocked by black barrier. 

 

Yet, that brings up an important question.  Where did the Louvre Abu Dhabi get 

paintings by Twombly?  The Louvre does not have Twomblys.  Most likely purchased from the 

New York dealer, Gagosian Gallery 
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According to the press, the Louvre Abu Dhabi paid $1BILLION in fees to the Grand 

Louvre, and this was used to fund the development of the Islamic Galleries at the Grand 

Louvre.260  Mohamed Khalifa Al Mubarak, chairman of the Abu Dhabi Tourism and Culture 

Authority, has gathered more than six hundred art works for the permanent collection and thus 

became one of the most aggressive art buyers in the global art market in the last ten years.261 

 

The museum buyers were free to buy almost anything they wanted because the museum’s 

mission was so broad in that it wanted to “display works of historical, cultural, and sociological 

significance from different time and civilizations.”262  It resulted in a “hodgepodge of expensive 

objets d’art”, and at the same time, it has provided curators, gallery owners, and art professionals 

with a view of the secondary art market since 2007. 

 

During 2008 and 2009, the global economy was in a recession, and much of the Louvre 

Abu Dhabi’s collection was acquired during that time because it was a buyer’s market.263  The 

purchases have included:  Composition with Blue, Red, Yellow, and Black (1922) by Piet 

Mondrian;  Gustave Caillebotte’s Game of Bezique (1880); Edouard Manet’s The Gypsy (1862-

1867); and Paul Gauguin’s  Children Wrestling (1888).264 

 

                                                
260 Tarmy. 
261 Ibid. 
262 Ibid. 
263 Ibid. 
264 Ibid. 
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The Louvre Abu Dhabi has been accomplished with a great deal of thought given to its 

architecture and its exhibition space so that it is not a replica of the Grand Louvre, but rather a 

building that stands on its own.  Yes, the Louvre Abu Dhabi uses the Western art historical 

methodology for sourcing and writing about the collection, but the architecture in no way 

resembles the heavy masonry of the Grand Louvre and the gallery spaces are laid out by cultural 

themes rather than geographically and chronologically.  Max Hollein suggests that it is the 

museum of the future and will serve as a model for other countries.265  The gentrification issues 

remain as every article on the Gulf begins with paragraphs on the exploitation of the workers. 

And – there is sloppy curatorial work that needs to be addressed -- the deficiencies in the 

exhibition installations need to be corrected, and a catalog of the collection, which is currently 

lacking even after being open for a year, needs to be implemented.  But, the end result is that the 

Louvre has spread its tentacles to Lens and Abu Dhabi. 

 

 

                                                
265 Goldstein. 
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CHAPTER 5 

THE UNIVERSAL MUSEUM ON THE ‘MIRACLE MILE” 
 
 

Certainly one reason to study the Los Angeles County Museum of Art (LACMA) is that 

it is the largest universal art museum on the West Coast of the United States, and furthermore, 

the museum is attempting to raise US$650 million by 2019 in order to build an entirely new 

universal art museum.  LACMA’s belief in the longevity of the universal art museum is 

significant in the twenty-first century of on-line art, on-line museums, and a sneaker culture that 

gets exposed to art primarily at football stadiums such as AT&T Stadium in Dallas, Texas.  

Moreover, it must be said that this is an ambitious endeavor on the part of the director, Michael 

Govan and the museum, considering there has been a recent spate of private museums by 

wealthy potential donors being built, particularly in the United States. 

 

In 2017 in the U.S., new museum construction is mainly planned as an expansion at the 

Museum of Modern Art and the planned LACMA structure.  In Europe, the Tate with its £620m 

Switch House, renovated by Herzog & de Meuron, opened to praise from critics; however, the 

art within was less favorably viewed by critics as the Tate exhibited Latin American and African 

art, that is, art that has been largely marginalized by museums of modern art.266    The Tate has 

been the “global standard bearer in rewriting the canon of art history”267 and has now shifted its 

                                                
266 Ben Luke.  “The Year in Museums:  the building boom and the expanding canon.”  The Art 

Newspaper.  5 Dec 2016. http://theartnewspaper.com/reports/the-year-in-museums-the-
building-boom-and-the-expanding-canon.  Accessed 3 Jan 2017. 

267 Ibid.           
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emphasis from constructing buildings to buying and showing art.  Meanwhile, private museums 

are on the rise.  Two of these private museums, the Broad Museum in Los Angeles and the 

Fondation Louis Vuitton in Paris are as successful as public museums with the Broad having 

820,00 visitors in its first year and the Vuitton having 1.2 million.268  And the billionaires who 

would be leaving their money and their collections to public museums have chosen to build their 

own museums.  Mitchell Rales has opened Glenstone in Potomac, Maryland; Peter Brandt, the 

Brandt Foundation Art Study Center in Greenwich, Connecticut; and Andrew Hall with his “by 

appointment only” Hall Art Foundation in Reading, Vermont.  Nevertheless, the universal art 

museums with their encyclopedic range remain important precisely because the private museums 

are only a reflection of one person’s taste and collecting ability.  

 

The Guerrilla Girls, the artists and activists who have long held up a mirror to the 

museum world’s inequalities, told [The Art Newspaper] in October that the rise of 

the private museum is “a little creepy… What kind of a story can be told by art 

that costs the most, and art that’s chosen by a handful of very homogeneous 

people? The history of art and the record of our culture should be much richer 

than that.” 269 

 

 

                                                
268 Ibid.. 
269 Ibid. 
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So, the universal museum becomes even more important.  For the LACMA campus, it is 

surprising that there is not master plan.  The innovative and aggressive director, Michael Govan 

suggested that the whole enterprise needed to be re-imagined.  He wanted to work with Peter 

Zumthor, and he told the board that was what he wanted, and this is unique in that the director 

has so much power.  Typically, there is a building committee overseeing the project, a 

competition for the architect, and it all has to be voted on by the Board of Directors.  I know of 

one other time where a director has had this much power, to name his own architect, and that is 

Richard Brettell, former director of the Dallas Museum of Art, who selected Edward Barnes to 

build an addition to that museum in 1998.  Govan has wanted to have a building by Zumthor 

since his early career days at Dia Beacon. 

 

LACMA is situated as an urban campus next to the La Brea Tar Pits in Hancock Park.  

The Louvre-Lens, too, has a campus sensibility to it, but it is in a small town of northeastern 

France whereas LACMA is an urban campus located on the Miracle Mile on Wilshire Boulevard 

in America’s second largest city.  In the 1920s, with the accessibility of the automobile, the 

developers pushed westward, rather than building upward with skyscrapers in downtown.  At 

that time, Wilshire Boulevard was an outpost of oilfields and airstrips for small planes.270  A. W. 

Ross, with his legendary vision, began developing the area between La Brea and Fairfax, 

attracting downtown department stores. He eventually named it Miracle Mile.  As the money 

moved out of downtown and toward the west along Wilshire Boulevard, so did the museum. 

                                                
270   “LACMA:  THE PRESENCE OF THE PAST: PETER ZUMTHOR RECONSIDERS 

LACMA DIDACTICS.” Exhibition handout. 
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The La Brea Tar Pits, which are a rich source of Ice Age fossils, became a public park in 

1924, and Los Angeles gained permission to build its first museum there over thirty years later in 

the late 1950s.  Yet, the relationship between the museum and the tar pits has always been a 

conflicted one. 

 

The three initial buildings of the museum opened in 1965, and it was celebrated as a 

major cultural evolution.  There was a singular place for art in the city now instead of being 

incorporated as one of the three divisions of the Los Angeles County Museum of History, 

Science, and Art where it had been since 1913.  The Los Angeles Times referred to the museum 

as a “noble contribution to the world of art.”  However, almost as soon as it was built, visitors, 

donors, and patrons began to complain about the buildings:  the smallness of the gallery spaces, 

the quality of the architecture, and the lack of engagement with Wilshire Boulevard. 

 

Just selecting the architect for the original buildings was an ordeal.  In 1958, approval 

was granted by the county for a separate facility to house an art museum and the location was to 

be in Hancock Park.  Richard “Ric” Brown was the chief curator of art at that time, and he was 

very ambitious and would eventually become director in 1961.  Brown advocated  tirelessly for 

Mies van der Rohe to be considered for the architect of the structure, noting that Mies was 

“considered to be the greatest living architect.”271  There were other architects in consideration, 

and in order of preference, they were:  Philip Johnson, Gordon Bunschaft, Eero Saarinen, 

                                                
271 Ibid. 
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Edward Larrabee Barnes (who would get the commission to build the Dallas Museum of Art), 

and William L. Pereira, a local LA architect who was included only because the board thought a 

local person should be on the list.  The powerful and major donor, Howard Ahmanson had veto 

power over the Mies proposal.  Ahmanson wanted the prominent New York architect, Edward 

Durell Stone.  But – Pereira, who was the last choice, was selected as a compromise.  Both 

Ahmanson and Brown could work with him. 

 

There were three pavilions designed in a modern classicist style for the new museum:  the 

Ahmanson Gallery of Art, housing the permanent collection; the Lytton (now Hammer) Gallery 

for temporary exhibitions; and the Leo S. Bing Center, which included the theater, library, and 

education spaces (Fig. 15).  The reasoning for the three pavilions was political, to satisfy the 

wishes of the top donor patrons.  The different functions allocated to each structure incorporated 

the active public program that defined modern museums.  As the critic Ada Louise Huxtable 

noted, these three pavilions with their separate functions were “no longer passive picture 

galleries.” 

 

This early LACMA appeared to float over biomorphic pools with fountains added for 

aesthetic interest.  Pereira thought that the pools and fountains would elevate the experience.  He 

would write in his notes, “The visitor feels he has arrived at a different and distinctive place; a 

place where ordinary daily concerns fade and one has time for reflection and aesthetic 

enjoyment.” However, this sense of isolation meant that the museum was separated from the 

city, not integrated with its surroundings.  But the most pressing issue about Pereira’s work was 
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the black tar from the adjoining tar pits that seeped very quickly into the pools of water, resulting 

in the pools having to be filled in.  This seepage of black tar became a symbol of flawed planning 

and would persist in the minds of administrators for the next few decades. 

 

 

Figure 15.  LACMA.  1960s. 

 

By the 1980s, LACMA needed more space, and they wanted a building dedicated to 

twentieth-century art (Fig. 16). The Robert O. Anderson Building, which is now called the Art of 

the Americas Building was built by Hardy Holzman Pfeiffer Associates based in New York. 

While they were there, the architects added a central courtyard to join the existing buildings and 

reoriented the museum towards Wilshire Boulevard.  However, the criticism still remained that 

even with the additions and alterations, the site and the original structures were compromised. 

There was no unity, really. 
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Figure 16.  LACMA.  1980s. 

 

Then, in the late 1980s, the Pavilion for Japanese Art was built to contain Joe Price’s 

scroll and screen paintings from the Edo period.  It was a world-class collection, and the space 

was designed in such a manner to resemble how the works would have been seen in a traditional 

Japanese home.  Bruce Goff, a disciple of Frank Lloyd Wright, was the architect, and like the 

Louvre-Lens, he did not want paintings hung on the walls. Instead, he built tokonoma or alcoves 

for the artwork, which contributed to the visitor having an individual encounter with it. Goff 

used paneled walls made of a translucent plastic known as Kalwall which allowed “the natural 

light to filter through in a similar fashion as shoji screens.” (Fig. 17). 

 

.  

Figure 17.  LACMA 1990s 
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By 2001, the board and the director, Andrea Rich, wanted the campus looked at and 

revised.  They found it “disconnected and disorienting”.  A design competition ensued with four 

of the finalists – Steven Holl, Daniel Libeskind, Thom Mayne, and Jean Nouvel – adhering to a 

design program of renovation and adding on to existing structures.  However, the winner of the 

competition was Rem Koolhaas who surpassed his competitors and wowed the committee with 

his radical proposal to demolish most of the existing buildings and build anew.  His plan called 

for only the Pavilion for Japanese Art to remain and the west campus which consisted of the 

1939 May Company department store which LACMA had acquired in 1994.  Koolhaas planned 

a holistic museum under a single roof.  His structure was to be elevated over an expanded plaza 

on a series of concrete columns that would integrate the site and have an openness to it that 

allowed visitors to move freely between museum, park, and city.  Today, some critics find Peter 

Zumthor’s plan very similar to that of Koolhaas.   

 

However, because of the disaster of September 11, 2001 in the United States, funding 

became impossible; so the Koolhaas plan was never implemented.  Nevertheless, as the economy 

improved, one of the trustees, Eli Broad, suggested a single freestanding building to house the 

contemporary art.  Renzo Piano was approached and designed the structure which would be 

called the Broad Contemporary Art Museum (2008).  However, Piano wanted to re-make the 

entire campus with the park included.  Piano believed both art and scientific discovery were part 

of the visitor’s experience at LACMA.  In 2006, Piano conferred with the new director, Michael 

Govan, and built a second structure, the Resnick Pavilion which opened in 2010. 
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LACMA is currently the most-geo-tagged museum in the world.  The enormous 

anchoring pieces at LACMA are continually tagged on social media, and LACMA wants to this 

photographing and tagging to continue.  Management feels that the use of social media and 

tagging will increase and will be very important to the future of the museum. 

 

It is not only on social media that the LACMA has a presence.  In the August 2016 issue 

of Harper’s Bazaar, the savvy public relations department of LACMA has an entire section of 

photographs of the actress Gwen Stefani and works of art at LACMA (Fig. 18).  Also, their 

Director and Development Office are reaching out to the film celebrities who live in LA and 

would like to become patrons of the arts. 

 

LACMA wanted a new museum for the permanent collection.  They wanted a more 

personal feel to the building and a hand-made building.  It was designed with specific art works 

in mind, particularly the large anchoring pieces.  For Peter Zumthor, this will be his first building 

in the United States and his largest building.  Although he has been teaching and working in the 

U.S., people have a misconception that he is hidden away in the mountains of Switzerland, 

yodeling and wearing lederhosen. 
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Figure 18. Gwen Stefani and Levitated Mass  2016.  LACMA.  https://s-media-cache-
ak0.pinimg.com/564x/c3/25/3f/c3253f0d3598a4d6f2a3b0481dfe9fa8.jpg. 

 
 

 

Govan particularly likes Peter Zumthor because Zumthor cares about light and materials 

in his work unlike Rem Koolhäas who makes political statements with his architecture and Frank 
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Gehry whose architecture is more about style.272  However, Zumthor is not a proponent of quick-  

turnarounds; his work takes years and years. 

 

 The local architect on the project is Skidmore, Owings, and Merrill (SOM), a huge 

global, corporate power versus Peter Zumthor, the design architect, who is personal and likes to 

take his time. 273 LACMA was very nervous about the pairing at first.  However, LACMA 

brought SOM-San Francisco in to consult because of seismic concerns about the new museum.274 

 

 In particular, Peter Zumthor liked the La Brea Tar Pits which are located adjacent to the 

Los Angeles County Museum.  He wanted to incorporate them into his design.  Zumthor wanted 

to use a dark material, and he, like Zaha Hadid’s preference, likes to use concrete.  He wanted a 

dark concrete – black originally – in an organic shape to cantilever over the tar pits. 275 The 

Natural History Board who manages the preservation of the tar pits objected.  His plan cast a 

shadow over the tar pits, and the Board was concerned that the ecological balance of the tar pits 

would be disturbed (Fig. 19).276  The tar pits still have methane gas running underground, and 

even tar oozes into the parking lot from time to time.  Animals and birds still come to drink water 

at the tar pits. 

 

                                                
272 Interview with Priscilla Fraser, /senior Architect, LACMA.  19 Jul 2016. 
273 Ibid. 
274 Ibid. 
275 Ibid. 
276 Ibid. 
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Figure 19.  La Brea Tar Pits with Proposed Peter Zumthor design cantilevered over the tar pits.  
https://miraclemilela.files.wordpress.com/2013/10/lacma-tar-pits-overlay.jpg 

 

 It is not all that common for an urban museum to have a green space close to it., but 

LACMA is fortunate to have the La Brea Tar Pits/Hancock Park adjacent to it.  Of course, there 

is always Central Park next to the Met and Dallas has Klyde Warren Park across the street from 

the Dallas Museum of Art.  Green spaces such as these with people picnicking, strolling, and 

relaxing are important for these museums as they increase the connectivity of the museum to the 

city and its population.  SANAA, too, wants to use the park and the walkways at the Louvre-

Lens to connect the townspeople with that museum. 
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 LACMA wants to be the opposite of the Metropolitan Museum of Art.  They want to 

reach out to the city with a transparent, open museum, not a fortified baroque temple.  And – 

LACMA is very aspirational and ambitious; they would like to take the art world away from 

New York and move it to LA. 

 

Peter Zumthor changed the angle of his museum.  Instead of cantilevering over the tar pits, it 

now crosses over Wilshire Boulevard (Fig. 20). 

 

Figure 20.  Plan for Los Angeles County Museum crossing over Wilshire Boulevard,  
http://blogs.artinfo.com/lacmonfire/2016/08/18/zumthor-is-still-thinking-solar/ 

 

By tearing down the existing Ahmanson, Hammer, Art of the Americas, and Bing 

Buildings, this will free up over two acres of park space.  Although LACMA has not released the 
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plans for publication yet, the plan calls for a series of eight pavilions on piloti.  Zumthor calls the 

piloti, towers. 

 

In accordance with the idea of reaching out to all of the citizens, the museum is not meant 

to be a fortress on a hill or a temple.  It is horizontal and will not go over two stories.  Peter 

Zumthor was asked for floorplans, but his office said responded that it is the firm’s philosophy 

not to reveal plans.  LACMA has been doing research on museum studies and has found that 

people do not go above two stories on their visits to a museum.277 LACMA wants cultural 

facilities that are welcoming and flexible.  Otherwise, people would just stay home and look at 

art on-line. 

 

This proposed museum will not have a classical entrance.  Visitors will walk through an 

outdoor plaza, which extends under the new building to reveal eight thematic cores that go from 

the park level to the exhibition level above.  The ticket office is located in a freestanding space 

off the main plaza. 

 

This plan is so very distinct from Zumthor’s other works.  Historically, he has used 

extremely simplified rectangles of concrete with a minimal amount of openings such as windows 

and doors.  In his widely regarded structures of The Therme Vals and Kunsthaus Bregnez, he 

                                                

277 Fraser. 
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makes experiential qualities a priority, rather than technological or cultural aspects.278  

Zumthor’s plan will be transparent and open with posthumanism evident in which the boundaries 

of the human being are expanded.   With the large spans of glass, one can be inside and outside 

at the same time, like the effect at the Louvre-Lens.   Also, many of the artworks will be visible 

day or night from the park level. There will be sense of a display or shop front windows. 

 

While the Ahmanson, Hammer, Art of the Americas, and Bing buildings are torn down, 

the Japanese Pavilion will remain.  The new museum building is for art and the circulation of art.  

Only the art, the preparation department, restaurants, library spaces, and study nooks will remain 

in the museum building at 5500 Wilshire Boulevard. Administrators and curators will move 

across the street to an office tower at 5900 Wilshire Boulevard. 

 

The materiality of the building becomes dominant in the design.  It is the height of 

modernism – concrete with glass in a biomorphic shape.  The towers are on roller balls as a 

deterrent during seismic events.  Zumthor likes concrete to absorb the sun.  He is also using solar 

panels in an extremely large urban building; the entire roof is covered with solar panels. 

 

The size of the building becomes important as well.  Zumthor likes monolithic buildings. 

So there is a sense not of grandness but of a large giant organic structure. 

 

                                                
278 “Spotlight:  Peter Zumthor.”  archdaily  26 April 2018.  
https://www.archdaily.com/364856/happy-70th-birthday-peter-zumthor.   
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The circulation for art becomes imperative.  There will be what LACMA refers to as a 

“Meander Gallery” which will focus on art without great light sensitivity.  LACMA wanted to 

get away from the white wall gallery feeling, much like Adrian Gardère who wanted something 

different for exhibition space. 

 

LACMA has an encyclopedic collection, and it will be curated around themes, rather than 

chronological, and will be flexible.  There are currently an exhaustive twenty-two curatorial 

departments including African Art, American Art, Art of the Ancient Americas, Art of the 

Ancient Near East, Art of the Pacific, Chinese Art, Contemporary Art, Costume and Textiles, 

Decorative Arts and Design, Egyptian Art, European Painting, European Sculpture, German 

Expressionism, Greek, Roman and Etruscan Art, Islamic Art, Japanese Art, Korean Art, Latin 

American Art, Modern Art, Photography, Prints and Drawings, South and Southeast Asia.  There 

will be a change-over of the collection yearly.  LACMA is very determined to appeal to their 

local audience.  Two-thirds of their visitors are local and one-third are tourists. They are 

planning consistency in programming with events like Friday night jazz to keep return visitors. 

 

Zumthor will use concrete from the shot-crete technique. This is fairly interesting for 

such a large scale project because the concrete comes out of a nozzle and is typically used for 

smaller areas such as swimming pools.  Zumthor has specified that three different colors of 

concrete be used in varying shades of gray from dark to light.  The paintings will be hung on the 

concrete, creating an amazing patina. For, even when the paintings are removed, the patina that 
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remains looks like an art space.  The concrete is at once smooth and reflective.  There is a 

precedent for this in his work at Bregenz, Austria.   

 

Originally, when the research for this dissertation began, the museum was to have three 

types of galleries:  the meander galleries, the cabinet galleries, and the chapel galleries.  The 

Meander Galleries will have natural light and works of art that do not require dim lighting.  The 

cabinet galleries would be the only place in the museum with artificial light.  They will be more 

intimate and have an acoustic drop ceiling that goes from 15’ to 12’.  The chapel galleries would 

have 30’ ceilings and natural clerestory light.   

 

Now, as this dissertation is going to press, LACMA’s director has announced a 

partnership with the Yuz Museum in Shanghai.  Owned by a wealthy billionaire, Budi Tek, the 

Yuz Museum is a private institution279 and will thus avoid some of the pitfalls of the current U.S. 

and China trade relations discourse.  In addition to providing much needed funding for the 

proposed new building in Los Angeles, this partnership truly globalizes LACMA by providing a 

satellite museum in an overseas location and it makes LACMA more cosmopolitan by improving 

the collection of Chinese and Eastern art.  Additionally, it brings the concept of the universal 

museum to China, once again, the idea of importing a European concept from the Enlightenment. 

 

                                                
279 Nate Freeman.  “Michael Govan on LACMA’s Major Expansion into China.  25 Mar 2019. 
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At the same time, Peter Zumthor, who is usually reticent to reveal plans, announced that 

the proposed plans for LACMA are being revised and reduced.  The size and footprint for the 

new museum will decrease from 390,000 square feet to 350,000 square feet, and the completion 

date would be around fifty-one months.280  This new plan calls for the museum to be reduced 

from two stories to one story, still built on the towers, with open space outdoors beneath. 

 

Two LA architectural critics, Alissa Walker and Alexandra Lange, suggest that this new 

design is “watered-down”, diminished, and that LACMA should “scrap” this idea and start 

over.281   Calling the original structure an “inkblot,” the critics and others in LA refer to this 

newest version in scathing terms as a “freeway overpass, a toll plaza, and a Palm Springs motel, 

a coffee table, and a tanning bar.’282  The concern is that taxpayer money is being used as well as 

private donations, and the critics and citizens do not like what they are getting.  There is concern 

that this newest structure does not mesh with the streetscape, and although the senior architect at 

LACMA had told me that the plantings around the museum would be drought resistant and 

ecologically positive, citizens do not get that sense.  The critics believe that it is not an 

ecologically favorable environment and that not enough attention has been paid to the 

landscaping.283 

                                                
280 Eric Baldwiin.  “Peter Zumthor Reveals Revised LACMA Design for Los Angeles.”  

Archdaily.  26 Mar 2019.  https://www.archdaily.com/913886/peter-zumthor-reveals-revised-
lacma-design-for-los-angeles.   

281 Alissa Walker ands Alexandra Lange.  “LACMA should scrap its watrered-down redesign.”  
https://la.curbed.com/2019/4/8/18300919/lacma-redesign-peter-zumthor-wilshire.   

282 Ibid. 
283 Ibid. 
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When the construction begins, the art will go to satellite galleries, like the Louvre-Lens.  

Currently, management at LACMA is looking at some former emergency housing locations in 

LA and some former medical facilities.  The art will become a sort of nomadic art.  Moving to 

the satellite and then back to the new building.  And – of course, this use of satellite locations 

brings into the discussion what will happen to these facilities when the art moves out. 
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CHAPTER 6 

IS THE UNIVERSAL MUSEUM TRULY COSMOPOLITAN? 
 
 

Globalization is usually represented as a homogenizing force, generally considered to be 

the internalization of corporations and capital.  The homogenization of culture, especially in an 

international consumer economy, is perceived to be not just influenced by but driven by the same 

global corporations and capital.  And – the influence of the United States is particularly 

prominent, and globalization is frequently viewed as Americanization.  As a result, this 

westernizing influence has been labeled the “McDonaldization” of the world.  However, it is 

much more than just the prominent hamburger chain.  The western influence includes blue jeans, 

the dark business suit, MTV, expensive sports cars, and in architecture – the glass office block.  

And – actually, this idea of Western civilization does not come from a long line of classical 

thought.  It really does not emerge until the 1890s during an era of imperialism and then gains 

momentum during the twentieth century.284  While western culture could be a term of praise with 

its influence on art, music, and culture, it has also come to be a term of scorn, emphasizing 

slavery, subjugation, racism, militarism, and genocide.285 

 

However, in this study of the three museums of Abu Dhabi, Lens, and Los Angeles, it is 

not only the American museum but the Louvre and the British Museum have become a force as 

                                                
284 Kwame Anthony Appiah.  “There is no such thing as western civilization.”  The Guardian.  9 

Nov 2016. 
285 Ibid. 
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well, making the case that it is not just an easy answer about Americanization of the world or 

imperialism.  Rather, universalism and cosmopolitanism must also be considered. 

 

The word ‘cosmopolitan’ derives from the Greek word kosmopolitês ‘citizen of the 

world.  The basic idea of all cosmopolitanism views all human beings, regardless of their 

political affiliation, “as the country of world citizens” where strangers are (or can and should be) 

citizens in a single community. Cosmopolitanism can be viewed from a political standpoint, a 

moral or ethical one, or an economic viewpoint of sharing markets and cultural expression.  

Paralleling this, is universalism, the philosophical concept that some ideas have a universal 

application or applicability.   

 

In the 1770s, Christoph Martin Wieland, the editor of the influential journal Der Teutsche 

Merkur and a well-known intellectual figure, revived the ancient philosophical concept of world 

citizenship.  Wieland wrote, “Cosmopolitans…regard all the people of the earth as so many 

branches of a single family, and the universe as a state, of which, they, with innumerable other 

rational beings, are citizens, promoting together under the general laws of the whole, while each 

in his own fashion is busy about his own well-being.”286 
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Expanding the concept, according to Immanuel Kant, Germans were model 

cosmopolitans. In his Anthropology from a Pragmatic Point of View of 1798 he writes that they 

are hospitable toward foreigners, they easily recognize the merits of other peoples, they are 

modest in their dealings with others, and they readily learn foreign languages. Finally, “as 

cosmopolitans,” they are not passionately bound to their fatherland.  Germany “is the country of 

world citizens where strangers feel at home.”  Even the idea of a rootless, detached citizen of the 

world who looked down on those who did not travel was questioned by Kant who believed that 

one did not have to travel to be cosmopolitan.  He never left his native Königsberg. 

 

Although Kant has long been recognized as a major defender of cosmopolitanism with 

his idea of a unified humanity, once the nationalist beliefs of the nineteenth century took root, 

cosmopolitanism was viewed with contempt, and any discussion or debate about it was neglected 

or denounced. 

 

In current moral and political philosophy, cosmopolitanism is most often equated with 

the endorsement of the idea that a theory of global justice should address the needs and interests 

of human individuals directly – regard them as citizens of the world – rather than indirectly, via 

their membership in different states.  The range of meanings now includes, in addition to a 

position on global justice, a particular view of modern identity, a political theory about the 

proper relations among the states of the world.  The rhetoric surrounding cosmopolitanism 
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currently portrays it as a popular concept in which it claims to be already global and to have the 

highest ethical standards as to what globalization can offer.287 

 

In most versions of cosmopolitanism, the universal community of world citizens function 

as a positive ideal to be cultivated.  Versions of cosmopolitanism also vary depending on the 

notion of citizenship they employ, including whether they use the notion of 'world citizenship' 

literally or metaphorically. 288 

 

However, for many cosmopolitans, this globalization that has emerged is merely a re-

statement of the universal versus the particular, that is, it has become a way of re-framing the 

universal and the local.   

 

Of particular relevance to this dissertation is the debate over cultural cosmopolitanism. 

The disputes over multiculturalism in educational curricula and with resurgent nationalisms and 

cultural claims have come to the fore. The cosmopolitan position rejects exclusivity to a 

particular culture.  Thus, the cosmopolitan encourages cultural diversity and appreciates 

multiculturalism, while rejecting a strong nationalism.  Cosmopolitanism must be aware of who 
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has the rights to culture, and at the same time respect the rights of minority cultures. 

Cosmopolitanism can acknowledge the importance of cultural attachments for the good human 

life while denying that this implies that a person's cultural identity should be defined by any 

bounded or homogeneous subset of the cultural resources available in the world.289 

 

Secondly, of special interest in this dissertation is the cosmopolitan idea in which there is 

a moral obligation to foreigners. In the cosmopolitan view, everyone has the right to visit; in the 

universal view, everyone has the right to reside.  The Louvre Abu Dhabi built for a leisured, 

moneyed class by migrant laborers from Southeast Asia, housed in labor camps and who will 

never attain UAE citizenship, brings these two ideas together succinctly.  Since 1948, there has 

been a Universal Declaration of Human Rights which recognizes “the right to freedom of 

movement across boundaries – a right to emigrate – that is to leave a country, but not a right to 

immigrate, a right to enter a country (Article 13).290  Article 14 states the right of asylum under 

certain circumstances, and Article 1 states that everyone has a “right to a nationality”.291 

 

Moreover, the use of migrant labor to build the Louvre Abu Dhabi brings up the 

dialectical construct from Jacques Derrida that “hospitality deconstructs the binary of identity 
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and difference in our ethical relations with strangers.”292  Historically, cosmopolitanism has been 

associated with elitism, those who are educated and have the financial means to travel 

extensively.  When we think about cosmopolitanism in terms of taste or intellectual pursuits, it 

only reinforces its association with elites, and it makes it difficult for the actual cosmopolitanism 

of multicultural cities.293  We have to look at the underpinnings of these multicultural cities.  

There is a tendency for abstract thinking in which globalization and cosmopolitan style, taste, 

ethics, and politics are reinforced while neglecting whether only a portion of humanity is 

integrated into the whole.294   Cosmopolitan thinking sees culture as identified with a place and 

travel as the means to escape from its constraints.  But – culture can travel as well.  Thus, when 

we consider working class migrants such as the Pakistani migrants in Manchester, England or 

Southeast Asian migrant laborers in Abu Dhabi, they have opened themselves to other cultural 

influences.  But – does this mean that “they think of themselves as citizens of the world, bearing 

ethically equivalent obligations to all others?”295 

 

The dispute between liberal cosmopolitans and the particular is the old saw “between the 

rock of universalism – imperialist projections of identity - - and the hard place of particularity – 
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essentializing projections of difference and otherness.”296  And, universalism continuously 

struggles with the accusations that it is merely a façade for a their own particular way of life, that 

is, universalists always “carry with them a clump of their native soil.”297 

 

 Regarding cosmopolitanism and public institutions, we are most familiar with museums.   

Established in most European nations as well as the United States in the first half of the 19th 

century, they were impressive national museums, and in particular was the use of culture as a 

civic position in the emergent nation states.  Because the museum housed objects from all over 

the world, it could always be considered to be cosmopolitan; however, as the museums added 

ethnographic objects, these artifacts constructed an exotic “other” that represented race and 

difference in contrast to the national culture that was established in the museum.298   And – that 

brings up the question, why then have museums continued to proliferate in the culturally diverse 

nations of the 21st century when the postcolonial breaking down of barriers and the inexorable 

processes of globalization and mass mediation have made the ideal of identification between the 

political nation state and a ‘national culture’ ever more problematic? 299 
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In the twenty-first century, the single most proponent of cosmopolitanism is the London-

born, Ghanaian, American academic, Kwame Anthony Appiah.  He defines cosmopolitanism as: 

“Cosmopolitans believe in universal truth…though we are less certain that we already have all of 

it.  It is not skepticism about the very idea of truth that guides us; it is realism about how hard the 

truth is to find.  One tenet we hold to, however, is that every human being has obligations to 

every other.  Everybody matters: that is our central idea.”300  

 

The Declaration of the Importance and Value of the Universal Museum, augmented by 

Kwame Anthony Appiah's discussions of cosmopolitanism, creates a binary between the 

universal and the local in the ownership of cultural property and the definition of knowledge.  

Some museums point to a “universal” culture.  For the universal museum proponents, the local 

claims to material culture do problematize the idea of the museum, but the ethical commitments 

to the representation of non-Western communities inherent to the new museum studies require it.  

The reality is that the “universal” museum is not universal at all.   It is more of an ideological 

position, and the term has become associated with the “encyclopedic museum”.  It implies a 

sealed-off institution where knowledge overrides all, rising above nationality.   Museums are 

actually political spaces tied to very specific histories and contexts, and inequality has long been 

manifest within.   
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Therefore, a new way of viewing the universal museum is needed.  Rather than seeing 

museum collections as partial records of ‘other’ cultures we can more productively view them as 

“accurate records of the processes that created them”301, that is, the complex web of social 

networks and power relations that produce particular museological interpretations of ‘the past’. 

As D. Cameron predicted almost twenty-five years ago the museum space has come to be 

conceived as a ‘forum’ for debating multiple, contested pasts.302  Museums lend themselves to 

the expression of narratives of migration and diaspora, displacement and exile as well as opening 

up a discursive space for the expression and representation of local and distinctive ways of life.  

The universal museum brings to the fore the discussion of broad questions of artistic 

modernity, cosmic ideals of universality and the social construction of taste through mega-

museum projects such as the Saadiyat Island Cultural District.303  Karen Exell’s 2016 book, 

Modernity and the Museum in the Arabian Peninsula, discusses the universal museum in Abu 

Dhabi in a chapter. However, it is already dated and in some cases filled with misleading 

material; the Guggenheim did not open, for example.  Exell writes lyrically, but superficially, in 

that she has no concrete examples in her work; whereas this dissertation is filled with personal 

interviews regarding soft diplomacy and troop build-ups in the UAE and the role of Thomas 

Krens in the early stages of the Louvre Abu Dhabi.   Additionally, she glibly glosses over 
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concepts such as universalism and cosmopolitanism that this dissertation goes into depth to 

explore.  Exell’s definition of the universal museum is lacking; this dissertation is consumed 

with pages of discussion of the meaning of the word universal.   She mentions the word 

cosmopolitan three times; this dissertation has an entire chapter devoted to cosmopolitanism and 

its relationship to the universal museum.  Last, I question some of her sources.  She mentions 

Reem Fadda as one source.  I heard Ms. Fadda speak at “The Idea of the Global Museum” in 

Berlin in 2016.  She did not do a good job with her talk of “How to build Museum Collections 

from the Global South.  The consensus of her peers is that her arguments are lacking. 

Universality as a system of Western values is identified as a desirable and influential 

dynamic – the ultimate good – that connects both the works of art and the theoretical positions 

through the utilization of spectacular modern artists such as Jeff Koons and Damien Hirst and 

architects such as Jean Nouvel and Frank Gehry.   Thus, the universal museum and the cultural 

practices that it represents are linked to a flow of culture around the world as well as a certain 

mindset, a way of thinking about cultural capital. 

In Abu Dhabi, there is an attempt to blend the autochthonous or local heritage with the 

franchised heritage which is imported as a Louvre brand product.  However, Abu Dhabi leans 

heavily to Western ideas and marginalizes the local or particular culture.  Conversely, the 

national museum in Qatar deals only with the history of that country, the history of the Bedouins, 

and the discovery of oil in that country.  On Saadiyat Island, the British Museum, the Louvre, the 

Solomon R. Guggenheim Foundation, and UNESCO are the key forces, and cosmopolitanism, as 
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Sarina Wakefield notes, “in this sense means accepting the rules of the game as presented by the 

dominant global heritage organizsations.”304 

The universal museum has not been successful in its original European context – has not 

succeeded in facilitating intercultural exchange through an ethical cosmopolitanism of universal 

equality, perhaps due to the very nature of universal museums – where cultures are compared 

and hierarchized, which precludes any narrative of equality.305 

There is a dichotomy to the universal museum.  While the universal museum offers a 

conceptual tool provided by Western thought., the complete museum assemblage including the 

rhetoric may be ineffective in providing a utopian cosmopolitan society, but politically effective 

in developing relationships with Western powers and societies.  The new universal museums are 

an investment in cultural capital.  For example, the universal museum model is embraced to 

position Abu Dhabi within the dominant Eurocentric discourse from which the region and 

culture have traditionally been excluded.  Furthermore, art is influence.  This is for political and 

economic reasons, and not the cosmopolitan idea of universal human understanding. The center 

shifts to the East with all the assemblage of Western culture, but the rigid taxonomies, colonial 

cultural hierarchies and Western aesthetic systems remains unchanged. 
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Moreover, in the museum there is a universal art historical discourse that is alien to a 

large proportion of the local population.  The elites embrace a cosmopolitan discourse articulated 

by Western or Western-educated curators who show little awareness of the limitations of such 

universal systems of world knowledge, seeing it as a lack of education rather than as a different 

world view.  The universal museum also has a lack of cultural compatibility and relevance of 

many of its exhibitions and projects. 

 

Crucial to this debate is the question of whether cosmopolitanism is really the privilege of 

elites, urbanites or those who physically traverse national boundaries or whether, as Ferguson 

has put it, cosmopolitanism is “less about being at home in the world than about seeking 

worldliness at home”.306    Furthermore, even for those who do travel, it is arguable that their 

cosmopolitanism is enabled through the nostalgic practice of recovering their own cultural roots. 

Thus the exhibition of ‘cultures’ in museums is not just about the proliferation of alternative 

histories.   For the twenty-first century, the exhibitions themselves can challenge dominant 

narratives, and in so doing bridge the gaps between communities and negotiate tensions in the 

ways that diverse groups are represented. 
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One problem that arises regarding these proponents of trans-national principles is that 

while the cosmopolitan principles may exist in some societies, the members of society who 

voluntarily adhere to them may be limited to international intellectual elites.   One sector that this 

applies to is architects themselves.  As transnationals, the interests of their profession are linked 

together globally rather than exclusively to a specific locality.  These transnational architects as 

well as capitalists try to exert economic control and political control in domestic and 

international politics through global forms of competition, rhetoric and practice.  The architects 

have an outward-oriented globalizing perspective rather than an inward-localizing one.  The 

architects and capitalists tend to have higher education and consumption of luxury goods.  Last, 

the architects and capitalists project an image as citizens of the world as well as of their places of 

birth.307 

 

One of the most significant developments of architecture since 2000 has been the advent 

of iconic architecture and a star architect system that supports it.  To be iconic, a building, 

according to Charles Jencks, must be new, of a high figural space, stand out from the city, and be 

powerful, almost to the point of being worshipped.308  There have been iconic buildings since 

antiquity and star architects for centuries but the current international fashion for large and 

extraordinary buildings and the existence of a distinct group of architects that provide them are 

directly concerned with globalization and identity. 
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The construction of iconic buildings is part of the widely recognized phenomenon of 

urban boosterism.309  The key cities of New York, London, and Tokyo are established 

destinations for capital transactions and the auxiliary businesses that support this enterprise.  

These cities are continually seen as centers of cultural innovation, including restaurants, avant 

garde performances, and architectural design.  For other cities to compete, for even Paris is 

considered a second-tier city, they must promote their identity on the world stage.  But – it is the 

sameness that architects themselves are critical of.  Foreign Office Architects, themselves star 

architects, suggests, “Gehry is peppering the world with Bilbao Guggenheim lookalikes and if 

you’ve seen one building by Calatrava or Meier, you’ve seen them all.”310 

 

This phenomenon of star architects and iconic buildings creates a wider culture, a “third 

culture,” if you will, of universal modernity.311  These architects and transnational capitalists 

require a culture for global business with state-of-the-art office buildings, residential districts, 

airports, and hotels.   There are only about forty cities who can compete in this realm, and the 

capitalists tend to know the brand names of the architects such as Rem Koolhaas or Jean Nouvel 

rather than about architecture itself.  Thus, the architects have developed a media strategy.  But – 

the caveat to all this international architecture is that the architects often work in a cross-cultural 

environment with urban designers and landscape architects, but the work is carried out in such a 
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short time frame and with a large amount of travel on the part of the star architect that it only 

provides a superficial relationship between the site and the complexities of the community.312 

 

As a result, cities have become expressionless313 and virtually identical with high-rise 

downtowns, low-rise suburbs, freeways around the periphery, and business parks. 

 

Architecture has had a homogeneity for sometime in international modernism.314  In 

1955, Pietro Belluschi, an American architect, noted on a world visit that “architecture is a 

superficial imitation of the more obvious Western forms…And it is happening not only in 

Baghdad or in Agra or in Karachi but in Italy, in France, and even in Finland.”315  This 

universalism is found particularly in the use of the latest materials and technology and the 

accompanying fervent belief in them; and if any changes were made, it was suspect and the 

architect was subject to severe  peer-group criticism.316  The post-modernist architectural styles 

arising in the late 1970s and the 80s created something of a crisis for fundamentalist architecture.  

The postmodernists had a problem with modernism.  Postmodernism is often associated with the 

“1980s loadsamoney” culture, brash vulgarity, and American imports in cultures throughout the 

world.317  And – its style is equated with mass housing and shopping centers.  However, stylistic 
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post-modernism promoted the idea that a new building could not only relate in some way to the 

historic identity and particularity of the place but also be popular.318 

 

Architectural post-modernism faded away with the recession of the late 1980s and early 

1990s.  The homogeneity of international architecture turned out to be one of its biggest faults; 

the architects thought they could build the same thing everywhere.  Now, in the twenty-first 

century, architects use site-specific design and symbolic identity to relate a building to its 

locality.  Site-specific design responds to the site’s orientation, and its limitations so that 

identical tall office buildings in the Middle East and London acquire a regional identity precisely 

because they respond to the specificities of the site.  And – symbolic identity is the architect 

choosing a symbol such as a boat or a dome that is in some way relevant to the location and 

taking that symbol from the private to the public sphere. 

 

Thus, while one of the most visible changes to locations is globalization and the 

homogenization of cities, there is an effort to make them identifiable through a North-American 

aesthetic.  There are claims that architecture adds to the identity of a place, generally architecture 

is for the promotion of the place on the international stage.   

 

In the museum world, universalism through exhibitions prior to World War I was always 

coupled with progress, evolution, and the ethical and moral commitment.  The exhibitions varied 
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in how the “other” was portrayed.  French and English exhibitions were interested primarily in 

the lives of their colonized societies.  Exhibitions in the United States such as the Philadelphia 

Centennial Exhibition of 1876 were interested in the portrayal of the success of the doctrine of 

Manifest Destiny and the Native Americans as a distant past. 

 

A sense of utopianism was represented in the World’s Columbian Exposition in 1893 in 

Chicago.  Utopianism and the “white” city became the projected model for American urban life.  

This exhibition not only conveyed the modernity of Chicago, but also showed how capitalism 

and organized labor could work together to build a better city.  The Pullman Company created a 

model city for its employees south of Chicago.  Jane Addams began Hull House as a social 

service to counter the effects of industrialization and its labor force.  

 

At the same time, the religious side of American life was reviewed.  While the Chicago 

Columbian Exposition (1893) was being held, there was also the World Parliament of Religions 

being held simultaneously.  This symposium in which various Christian faiths, Islam, Buddhism, 

Hinduism, and Judaism were all presented and discussed as part of the universalistic aspect of 

the exhibition.  Their voices were added to the growing concern over secular humanism in the 

form of technology and science. 

 

Before World War I, the dominant ideas on universalism were a sense of humanizing 

civilization to counteract barbaric, anachronistic institutions.  Of particular interest were prisons 

and the penal system. At the exhibitions, nations wanted to show the achievements of 
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technology, science, and cultural developments in addition to how certain social evils were being 

erased.319   Australia, which did not become a nation until 1901, was especially keen to show its 

advances not only in technological progress, but in their progress in penal correction, most likely 

to counteract the image of being founded as a penal colony.  Japan, too, was eager to show new 

facilities and housing for convicts.  (However, society has devolved with the resurrection of the 

chain gang in the American South as of 1994.)320 

 

At the same time as these exhibitions of a morally and technologically improved world, 

there was an undercurrent regarding the effects of the industrial revolution.  For example, 

William Morris reflected on the Arts and Crafts Movement in England as a means of combatting 

the mass production of goods and the proliferation of tasteless and debased consumer goods. 

 

Exhibitions in the Interwar Years were more focused on futurism, along with a 

heightened sense of imperialism.  By the 1920s, the French and English were feeling the effects 

of diminishing empires.  In 1924-25, the British Empire Exhibition at Wembley and the 

Exposition Coloniale Internationale in Paris (1931), both attempted to shore up the damage by 

inviting all the colonies and portraying the effects of the WWI as minimal and thus the benefits 

of civilization were still intact.  These exhibitions along with those in the 1930s stressed 

technological innovation in an attempt to join the past to the future.  By the late 1930s, 
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totalitarian regimens of Russia, Germany, Italy, and Spain were participating in the universal 

exhibitions, and the West had no answer. 

 

In contemporary times, even if art museums proudly remain in the centers of 

contemporary cities, the artistic community is, politically speaking, a minority inside every 

particular national culture.321  Artists often feel solidarity with segments of the population that 

are socially, economically, and politically underrepresented, such that art becomes one of the 

venues for expressing their grievances and aspirations.  Art offers a public platform that allows 

the formulation of positions and the expression of attitudes that have no chance of attaining 

majority status in our current societies or of even being represented in the mainstream media. 

 

The exhibition “An Incomplete History of Protest,” which recently closed at the Whitney 

Museum, explored historical political engagement from 1940-1970 by American artists 

regarding the struggles of black people for their rights, in struggles for women’s rights, in 

protests against the Vietnam War, and in campaigns against the stigmatization and neglect of 

AIDS patients.  In the Whitney exhibition there is one artwork that is related to the universalist, 

internationalist origins of contemporary art. Annette Lemieux’s Black Mass (1991) shows a 

demonstration that looks like an early Soviet demonstration.  Instead of revolutionary 

propaganda posters, the demonstrators carry copies of Malevich’s Black Square.  There is, 

indeed, an analogy between the October Revolution and Malevich’s Black Square: both were 
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internationalist and universalist. Even if the masses have never demonstrated for avant-garde art, 

the image of Malevich is aesthetically compatible with the left-wing politics of his time. 322 

 

Contemporary art has its origin in this break with national cultural and pictorial 

traditions—the break that the artistic avant-garde effectuated at the beginning of the twentieth 

century. The artists of the avant-garde wanted their art to become universalist, to be accessible to 

everyone.   This form of universalism was subjected to the criticism that modern and 

contemporary art was elitist. In our time the universalist claim of contemporary art has begun to 

be associated with the global art market and Sotheby’s auctions. In recent decades hundreds and 

thousands of words have been written against contemporary art, describing it as a manifestation 

and celebration of neoliberal globalism.323 The cosmopolitan, internationalist character of art has 

been seen as a sign of its complicity with the interests of globalized, Americanized capitalism—

directed against the diversity of national and regional cultures.324 

 

Indeed globalism, and later neoliberalism, were seen in many places, including the 

countries of continental Europe, as serving primarily the interests of the US and Britain. 

Opposition to globalization became synonymous with a certain form of anti-Americanism. Brexit 

and the election of Trump confronted the outside world with a new wave of nationalist and 

isolationist rhetoric coming from the places that have always been regarded as the sources and 
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centers of neoliberal programs of globalization. The reemergence of nationalism that had earlier 

been witnessed in such countries as China, Russia, and Turkey now reached the US.  

 

Under these conditions the art field is still one of the few public spaces where resistance 

to these fateful trends remains possible. The reemergence of nationalist ideologies and their 

demigogue leaders reminds the contemporary art world of its internationalist origins.  More of a 

period when internationalism was understood with a political focus and not a marketing strategy. 

The early artistic avant-garde was not interested in producing images that could be bought and 

sold everywhere. The goal of the early avant-garde was to unify politics and aesthetics, creating 

a new space of universal politics and culture that would unite mankind across its cultural 

differences.325 Throughout the twentieth century, the relationship between the political and the 

artistic avant-garde was freighted with agony, especially with regard to Soviet communism.  But 

– in the early twenty-first century, the reemergence of nationalism and their pseudo-charismatic 

leaders as well as cultural isolationism today takes the world back to the nineteenth century. 

 

Migration is the one truly universal, international phenomenon of our time. And it is also 

perhaps one of the only phenomena that radically differentiates our era from the nineteenth 

century. That is why migration has become the main political problem of our time 
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Today, the critique of universalism is directed not against Western imperialism but 

against migrants, especially migrants coming to Western countries.  Some European countries, 

such as Poland and Hungary, prevent migration altogether.  Even in the US, the decision to 

prevent immigration from the Middle East is explained by a stated desire not to become like 

Europe.  Only migration leads ultimately to the emergence of a universalist, international, global 

culture.  

Creating new models for relating to others and presenting another way of seeing the 

world as a whole would be ideal for the universal art museum of the early twenty-first century. 
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CHAPTER 7 

CONCLUSION:  A “NEW MODERN UNIVERSAL” 
 

 
When one looks at the architecture of the buildings, their circulation, and their 

materiality, none of these museums has an architectural vocabulary based in a traditional manner 

or an extant palace complex like the Louvre and the Hermitage.  All three buildings in Abu 

Dhabi, Lens, and Los Angeles were purpose-built.  They are not repurposed buildings, starting 

out life as something else and then transformed into a museum.  Nor did they start out as Beaux-

Arts buildings such as the Nelson-Atkins Museum in Kansas City and then have a modern, 

minimalist building grafted or added to the site.  They were built specifically to be modern, to be 

intentionally progressive, to push boundaries. 

 

Nonetheless, the architecture has roots in the International Style of architecture that 

emerged in the 1920s and 1930s.  The most common characteristics from that style found in the 

architects’ work are rectilinear forms; light, taut plane surfaces free of ornamentation and 

decoration; open interior spaces; and for some, a visually weightless construction.326  The 

favored materials were glass and steel.  Yet, we have become jaded with the use of this word, 

and one must be careful when throwing out the word “modernism” in today’s world.  It is a 

convenient nomenclature for architects and scholars to hide behind.  It provides a shield behind 
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which architects, designers, and developers can hide to deflect criticism and it also satisfies the 

bottom line for the financial overseers.   

 

Modernism is now taken for granted – the flat roofs and the curtain walls of glass.  

However, after World War I, when it developed, it must have been exciting, thrilling even, to see 

burgeoning new structures.  “The future must have seemed impossibly bright.  And it was 

available for all.  Modernism was the embrace of a placeless empire to which we were all 

granted citizenship.”327- an architecture that designers, architects, and engineers – not just the 

king’s favorites – could work in.   

 

Even the early architectural historians, Nikolaus Pevsner, Henry Russell Hitchcock, 

Sigfried Giedion, and including Philip Johnson were not simply passive observers of Modernism.  

Rather, they were active in proselytizing for an architectural style that would transform the world 

in this age of the machine.328  The same machine age that had destroyed half of the population of 

Europe with its mechanized warfare.  The politics and culture of post-war Europe were rapidly 

changing, and the architects were destined for revolutionary methods in building to 

accommodate the large refugee population.329 

 

                                                
327 Katherine Allen.  “What does Modernism Mean Today?”  archdaily.  26 Oct 2018.  

https://www.archdaily.com/904726/this-week-in-architecture-what-does-modernism-mean-
today.  Accessed 26 Oct 2018.   
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The museums in this study expand on the ideas of Le Corbusier, Walter Gropius, and 

Mies van der Rohe with a distinct architectural vocabulary.  The Louvre-Lens (2012), the Louvre 

Abu Dhabi (2017), and the planned Los Angeles County Museum of Art (2019) have no 

semblance of military fortifications or terraced steps ascending to an exalted structure.  

Horizontality plays an important role in the architecture of all three museums.  In accordance 

with the idea of reaching out to all of the citizens, these museums are not meant to be divorced 

from life.  They are horizontal and do not go over two stories.  The Louvre-Lens and the Louvre 

Abu Dhabi are single story structures while the proposed LACMA is two levels.  Research on 

museum studies by LACMA has found that people do not go above two stories on their visits to 

a museum.330. 

  

There is a diagrammatic clarity and a pureness to the architectural forms in all of the 

buildings that lend themselves to the modernist imagery.  In particular, the blocky, ground level 

rectangular shape of the buildings of the Louvre-Lens and the Louvre Abu Dhabi imbue them 

with a horizontality that is modern.   It is not seen in the universal museum prototypes of the 

Metropolitan Museum of Art, the Grand Louvre, and the Hermitage, which are multi-level, 

imposing buildings meant to convey a sense of power.  The Louvre-Lens has rectilinear 

buildings on a defunct mining trench on which SANAA deliberately chose to build a one-story 

structure in Lens. In contrast to the subdued minimalism of the Louvre-Lens, the Louvre Abu 

Dhabi, while minimalist, is larger and tinged with gold on the inside, suggesting the wealth of 
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the country.  The Louvre Abu Dhabi has rectangular boxes, but they are hidden by the giant 7500 

ton dome.  Only LACMA does not use the rectangle shape, but it does have a horizontality to 

this very avant-garde organic shape.  In the modernist vocabulary, Zumthor uses piloti , 

referencing Le Corbusier..  There will be a series of eight pavilions on piloti.  Zumthor calls the 

piloti, towers.331  Zumthor’s plan will be transparent and open with posthumanism evident in 

which the boundaries of the human being are expanded.   With the large spans of glass, one can 

be inside and outside at the same time, like the effect at the Louvre-Lens.   Also, many of the 

artworks will be visible day or night from the park level. There will be sense of a display or shop 

front windows. 

 

There is a minimalism to these structures.  Furthermore, there is NO decoration on any of 

these five buildings – no gargoyles, cherubs, intricate Corinthian columns.  And that in itself 

makes a second point for the modernity of the architecture.  There are no decorated friezes or 

sculptures on the exterior such as the Louvre and the Hermitage have. 

 

Additionally, the materiality of the buildings plays a significant part in the modernist 

imagery.  It is NOT heavy masonry.  The use of aluminum at the Louvre-Lens adds a lightness to 

the architecture which makes it modern.  The use of concrete at the Louvre Abu Dhabi and the 

planned LACMA structure – all add to the sense of a modernist architecture.  The Louvre-Lens 

uses brushed aluminum which reflects people on the outside of the museum as well as presents a 
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scene on the walls of the Galerie du Temps in which visitors are reflected as they wander among 

the works of art.  At LACMA, the materiality of the building becomes dominant in the design.  It 

is the height of modernism – concrete with glass in a biomorphic shape.  Zumthor likes concrete 

to absorb the sun. 

 

In addition to the rectilinear forms and the lack of decoration, the third area that creates 

the modernist imagery is the role of lighting, particularly natural light.  At the Louvre-Lerns, the 

brushed gray aluminum was deliberately selected in order to blend in with the ambience of the 

region.  The ambient light tends to be gray, and the weather is often gray and drizzly.  The 

aluminum reflects and blends in with this ambiance, providing an ethereal appearance at times.   

In the interior, the aluminum reflects the visitors.  For the Louvre Abu Dhabi, Nouvel did 

implement the use of the mashrabiyya, a set of overlapping frames in imitation of the latticework 

typical of Islamic buildings that the French architect used in his early Institute of the Arab World 

in Paris or his recent Tower in Doha, Qatar.332   This enables the light to be controlled in such a 

way that it dapples the interior of the museum, much like the light filtering through a palm tree 

or the soft natural light at the Alhambra or the Cordoba Mosque.333 

 

In LA, Zumthor uses a combination of natural and artificial lighting.  So, the museum 

will have three types of galleries:  the meander galleries, the cabinet galleries, and the chapel 
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galleries.  The Meander Galleries will have natural light and works of art that do not require dim 

lighting.  The cabinet galleries will be the only place in the museum with artificial light.  They 

will be more intimate and have an acoustic drop ceiling that goes from 15’ to 12’.  The chapel 

galleries will have 30’ ceilings and natural clerestory light.   

 

The fourth and last area to look at relative to the modernist imagery is the relatively open 

interior spaces and circulation.  

  

In Abu Dhabi, the concourse is part of an outdoor walkway and the galleries are on either 

side (Fig. 21).  In Dallas, the concourse is in the interior with galleries on either side (Fig. 22).  

The Dallas Museum of Art has a concourse that has been given many names – spine, street, 

corridor, concourse, etc.  It contributes to the flow of the museum – the flow of people through 

the museum and the placement of the art.  However, according to Ms. Bonnie Pitman, this 

concourse is both the museum’s greatest challenge and its greatest paradise.334  This spine ramps 

up at 2 and one-half foot intervals.335 
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Figure 22.  Dallas Museum of Art floorplan. 

 

Although this long concourse is a trope of modernism now, it would be considered 

modernist imagery when Barnes first produced.  Essentially, the Louvre Abu Dhabi parallels the 

design of the Dallas Museum of Art, differing only in that the Louvre Abu Dhabi has a long 

corridor with a dome overhead whereas the Dallas Museum of Art has a long corridor with a 

vault overhead.  Barnes wanted his concourse originally to be crooked; so that the visitor had a 

sense of being in a small village with shops appearing around the corner336Jean Nouvel, too, said 

he wanted the museum to be like a lost city or a ruin.  There is a sense of separation from the 
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other buildings on the island; rather than trying to fit in, the structure basks in its uniqueness and 

sense of solitude.   

 

 

Figure 21.  Floor plan of the Louvre Abu Dhabi. 
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In LA, he circulation for art becomes imperative. While the Ahmanson, Hammer Art of 

the Americas,  and Bing buildings are torn down, the Japanese Pavilion will remain.337  The new 

museum building is for art and the circulation of art.  Only the art, the preparation department, 

restaurants, library spaces, and study nooks will remain in the museum building at 5500 Wilshire 

Boulevard.338  Administrators and curators will move across the street to an office tower at 5900 

Wilshire Boulevard.339 

 

And – the Louvre-Lens did this as well – a modernist trend.  The museum has a separate 

building for the administration.  

 

Stylistically, the modernism exemplified in the architecture is about simplifying the past.  

Without the fortress or the temple effect, the Louvre-Lens has a new modernity – the shed and 

the use of the mirror with the reflections on the exterior and the transparency from the interior, 

enabling the viewer to be post-humanist, both inside and outside at the same time.  Its contents 

are indistinct.  In an innovative approach to gallery design, the Louvre-Lens has objects from all 

time periods in a continual timeline running the length of a football field-sized gallery, rather 

than being in separate, distinct rooms.  The Louvre Abu Dhabi uses the Arabian souk under a 

dome.  And – the Los Angeles County Museum of Art is so forward-thinking with its bio-

morphic shape. 
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The museums are more than containers.  They have become art and sculpture themselves.  

The building types are a social insight, branding the city and becoming a symbol of the city.  

These museums are no longer palaces for art, but rather neutral containers.  The building of the 

art museum is often a strategy for promoting the city with a shining star, a spectacle, and a public 

face.  It sculpts a destination.  There is the “wow” factor, associated with these new museums, 

much like the “Bilbao effect,” and one of the consequences as been the popularizing of an elitist 

institution. 

 

Not only does the architecture have to be exemplary, but the architect must have a star 

status now.  The architects of these new universal museums are all Pritzker-Prize winners, 

universally known.  In museum architecture, it has now become mandatory to have a starchitect 

design the building, and one must have access to funding.  When LACMA is having difficulty 

raising $650 million for a building in a city with oil wealth, film stars, and foreign capital, what 

are other museums to do? 

This new modernism also exposes the gulf in the universal museum’s curatorial styles.  

There is a backward looking museology based on nineteenth century imperialism versus a newer 

trend that is zooming towards cross-cultural awareness in a diversified and pluralist society. 

 

As Carol Duncan has shown in her work, the emergence of the universal museum came 

with the establishment of the modern nation-state, and thus, the museum had a nationalist 

ideology.  Even today, there is aspiration by some museum directors to have “the whole world 

under one roof”.  Their thinking is that only objects housed within universal museums and 
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juxtaposed against objects from other cultures and time periods can have any proper significance.  

And, the ideal visitor to the universal museum is sufficiently sophisticated and steeped in art 

history enough to grasp formal analysis and stylistic development across cultures.  Of course, all 

of this is nonsense.  Henri Loyrette, Director of the Louvre in 2003, remarked:  “Most of our 

displays mean nothing to people.”340  A survey of the Louvre’s visitor revealed that 67% of the 

visitors questioned in the Archaic Greece room could not identify a single personality or event 

connected with that time period.341 

 

Thus, as we teach and educate our students, we will produce more progressive museum 

professionals.  There will be a more enlightened museology, not based on encyclopedic 

accumulation, ownership, and confrontation.  But, rather a museology based on collaboration, 

cooperation, and exchange. 

 

The West, in Rem Koolhaas’ thinking is in a state of global decline and remains 

dismissive and ignorant of the rest of the world.342  Since 9/11, the West has not truly grasped the 

situation it is in.  Leaders have abandoned diplomacy and do not even bother to communicate 

and collaborate with the rest of the world.  For example, regarding climate change, the Chinese 

are perceived as the only country who can really do anything about it, and the West needs to 
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collaborate.343  The West has also been overwhelmed by Russia, losing ground rapidly.  When 

the Soviet Union collapsed, the West exploited their weakness instead of establishing a 

partnership.  Now, there is no meaningful dialogue.  Every article on construction in the Gulf has 

paragraphs on the exploitation of the workers, but in reality, there is exploitation of workers 

throughout the world.344  East European farm workers are just one example. 

 

Of course, as society becomes more and more digitally based, people can view art on-

line, a museum without walls, as Andre Malraux predicted.  However, I believe there will 

continue to be an audience for the museum.  There is no substitute for viewing Van Gogh’s brush 

strokes or Rembrandt’s delicate lines in person.   

When the National Museum of Brazil burned on Sunday, September 2, 2018 and ninety 

percent of its holdings were destroyed, including the entire Egyptology collection, one person 

had taped a note on a barrier to the museum, reading “A society without culture and research is a 

failure.”345  An apt summary of the importance of the universal art museum. 

 
 

 

 

                                                
343 Ibid. 
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345 Dom Phillips.  “Brazil National Museum:  as much as 90% of collection destroyed in fire.”  
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