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Circling through Le Corbusier’'s Museum
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The Fun with Collection series of exhibitions is an annual series of small-
scale exhibitions organized to feature art works in the NMWA collection
and to provide adults and children with an opportunity to become
familiar with, enjoy, and understand those art works. This year’s
exhibition featured the architecture of the NMWA Main Building itself,
rather than art works in the building. This focus sought to give art
museum visitors an understanding of how the physical elements of the
architecture influence visitors when they look at the art works within the
building. A simple example can be seen in how variations in lighting
and spatial arrangement can change the impression a visitor receives
from an art work displayed in those varying conditions. This exhibition
offered visitors a chance to consciously experience the spatial



composition of the building, examine details of its finishing, and

consider the art museum architecture as the environment for viewing art
objects. The exhibition also sought to introduce the fascinating
elements of the Main Building itself, one of the few art museum
buildings designed by the great modern architect Le Corbusier (1887-
1965).

The NMWA Main Building, designed by the French architect Le
Corbusier, was built some 45 years ago. Le Corbusier was one of the
major 20th century architects and the majority of his buildings are in
France. His most famous works include the League of Nations Building
in Geneva, Switzerland (1927), the Villa Savoye in Poissy, France (1929-
31), the Unite d’habitation in Marseille, France (1947-52), and the Notre
Dame du Haut in Ronchamp, France (1950-54). Le Corbusier’s
architecture is characterized by his focus on a unique humanistically
based human-sized modular measure and his own Five Principles of
Modern Architecture, namely 1) Pilotis (pillars), 2) Rooftop gardens, 3)
Free flat surfaces, 4) Free standing surfaces, and 5) Separation of
structural frame and walls.

While these characteristics are all visible in the NMWA Main Building
structure, various repair and renovation projects conducted in the 45
years since its construction have led to sections that differ from Le
Corbusier’s original design. Thus, as preparation for the exhibition, the
author met with the architect Tadayoshi Fujiki to examine the current
state of the Main Building. This study confirmed the basic preservation
of Le Corbusier’s original design in the gallery space, although some
changes have been made to the lighting methods, the pilotis and wall
formation.

In order to explain how Le Corbusier’s thoughts and aesthetics are
reflected in the Main Building, 16 elements were chosen and explained
in a free pamphlet. These 16 elements focused on 1) modules, 2) pilotis,
3) pillar construction, 4) circulatory spaces, and 5) rooftops, with each
point individually detailed and explained. The exhibition project thus
mainly consisted of the visitor, armed with the free pamphlet, walking
around the Main Building, and experiencing the structural details and
spaces formed by the architecture. In addition a display of models and
panels to explain Le Corbusier’s philosophy was set up in a Permanent
Exhibition gallery, along with details of the Main Building’s construction
(including basic plans, scale models, and documentation regarding the
museum’s construction). Related programs were held, including
lectures, explanatory tours led by architects, creative and experiential
workshops.

This program focusing on architecture attracted a new audience
group to the museum, different from the NMWA'’s standard audience of
art lovers. Further, positive feedback stating it was a fascinating program
was also received from visitors who had been in the museum many
times before, but had previously overlooked the museum’s architectural
spaces. Instead of relying solely on architectural plans like other
architecture exhibitions this program allowed visitors to physically

experience a structure as a three-dimensional reality and to learn about
the functions of architecture, which made this program extremely
meaningful. In contemporary society, art museum architecture carries a
sense of “monument” similar to the sacred halls and religious buildings
of the past. Just as in the case of sacred halls and religious structures,
the art museum requires architecture that fulfills its specific aims and
functions. This exhibition sought to provide visitors with an opportunity
to consider what constitutes ideal art museum architecture from the
user's standpoint.

Finally, the author would like to express her sincere appreciation to
Tadayoshi Fujiki for his important information about the Main Building's
architecture and construction during the Main Building's formative
period, and his helpful advice on the project, and to architects Makoto
Yokomizo and Akira Suzuki for their great help with the overall project.

(Yoko Terashima)
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