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A QUESTION OF SIZE 

The Blanton Museum gives Austin a notable art collection, 
but a less notable building to house it 

H u n 

Above: Finn! view ol riie Morton Museum ol Ail's Mmi end lames Mithenei Building (Kollmcn, Mttinnell. and Wood, 2006) Bt low: View liom Hie University ol fans aimpus, looting lowoid die slnle cooilol 
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B Y R I C H A R D R . B R E T T E L L 

ALTHOUGH MANY OF America's great pn 
i.iu- universities have art museums with 
world-class collections, public universities 
in riie U.S. have heen ambivalent ahour 
the efficacy or' the visual arts and art col-
lecting lor general education. The history 
of art was taught to "gentlemen" first at 
I larvard, then Yale, and gradually Spread 
as far west as Stanford, before becoming 
"co-educated." As if to stress this last 
point, several of the Seven Sisters to the 
old Ivy league have superb art museums. 
The idea implicit in this is thai art con-
noisseurship is appropriate to the educa-
tion of the elite, but not to the masses 
that can only afford public education. 

So roo in Texas, where the flagship of 
the state's universities, the University of 
Texas—one hardly need say "at Austin"— 
struggled for years to form an art collec-
tion worthy of a major building to bouse 
it. But form it they did, both from gifts ol 
existing private collections such .is tlmsi 
of Man and James Michencr, Barbara 
I dmcaii, ( K. Siiuih. and 1 eo Steinberg, 
and with major purchases, such as the 
acquisition (a gift-purchase I of the famous 
Suida-Manuing Collection • >t Old Master 
paintings and drawings, which over a 

period of three generations migrated from 
Vienna to New York to Austin. This pur-
chase was truly epochal for the university, 
and justified the construction ol a large 
art museum. 

The Wanton Museum of Art opened 
the Mari and James Michencr Building, 
the larger of the two buildings in its com-
plex at the southern edge of the University 
• il K \.is campus, in \pi11. I he second 
building, the Kdgar A. Smith Building, 
will open next fall. Both are part ol an 
ambitious $Ss.5 million master planned 
museum campus designed by the Boston 
architectural firm of Kallman, McKinnetl, 
and Wood. Michael McKimiell served 
as the design partner, while the Dallas 
firm of Boo/.iotis & Company Architects 
was the local architect. Peter Walker 
and Partners of Berkeley, California, did 
the landscaping as part of their iom-
prehensive landscape plan for the entire 
university campus. The selection of these 
nationally prominent figures reflects the 
ambition of the university and its donors. 

The question is how well that ambi-
tion was realized. In terms of size, it 
would seem to have succeeded. The 
Michener Building is truly immense. It has 
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Sire plan showing the Edgai A. Smith Building [Kollmon. MtKimtell, ond Wood, opening 20071, rows ol live oaks, and the Miclienei Building (tight) 

lour masonry-c lad wa l l s , the longest 

o f wh ich is more than 2.10 feet in length 

and 42 feet in height; an immense 

Spanish-tiled root cantilevered vertigi-
nously over those walls; towering interior 
ceilings on both levels; a vast arcaded 
interior courtyard with skylights; an 
8,000 square foot "black box" for tem-
porary exhibitions; a state-of-the-art suite 
of rooms for the museum's nationally 
important collection of prints and draw-
ings; and two large suites ol classically 
proportioned, naturally lit galleries for the 
permanent collection. 

With an E-gallery for new media, 
bathrooms, an information desk worthy 
of the Queen Elizabeth 2, two well-
equipped seminar rooms, and large 
facilities for storage and exhibition 
preparation, the building has more than 
124,000 square-feet ol space, making 
it what the university calls "the larg-
est university art museum building in 
America." And with the completion of 
the 56,000 square-foot Edgar A. Smith 
Building next year it wi l l be. 

Si i it is big. But how good is it? Let's 
begin at the urban level and think about 
the complex in terms of Austin itself. The 

Blauton is located on Martin 1 uther King 
Boulevard, the street that is, in essence, 
the dividing line between " t o w n " and 
"gown. " The selection of the site was ol 
crucial importance to the institution, sug-
gesting that, unlike other UT facilities, the 
Blanton was built as much for the general 
public and tourists as for the university 
itself. In this, UT followed the Yale model 
of urban accessibility o) art collections 
rather than the I larvard-Princelon model 
of an art museum imbedded inside a 
campus, ritually closed to all hut insiders. 
And when one adds to this the fact that 
the Blanton is directly across the street 
from the equally immense, if architectur-
ally Lamentable, Bob Bullock Texas Stare 
I listory Museum, hats off to the urban 
planners in their encouragement of insti-
tutional synergy. 

The only criticism I have of the 
Blanton complex in urban terms is that 
the entrances to the museum's two build-
ings are all but invisible from the street. 
While the liiL.itinn and position of the 
buildings makes a positive contribution 
to the city, the relative invisibility of their 
entrances undercuts this contribution. 

The site for the Wanton's two build-

ings is, in fact, a pair of sites separated by 
a former city street that has been closed 
and pulled into the complex through I'eter 
Walker's appropriate, if unimaginative, 
rows of live oak trees. In order to allow 
expression of the street, the Blanton had 
to be divided into two unconnected build-
ings—the larger one for art and rhe small-
er one for offices and services. Hence, rhe 
auditoriums (large and small), the restau-
rant, the museum shop, the art classrooms, 
and the offices for a staff of 60 wi l l be in 
the Smith Building to the west, a short 
walk away on an oddly informal stone 
pathwa) from the Michener Building. 
where the works ul art are exhibited. 

A neat juxtaposition of life and 
art—or commerce and pine esthetics—is 
thus enforced by architecture, although it 
may seem unusual to visitors that the tem-
porary exhibition area is in the art build-
ing, completely removed from the cafe, 
museum shop, and auditorium, w hich 
normally are fed by temporary exhibition 
attendance. Art and life were apparently 
thought a better division than perma-
nent and temporary. The only curatorial 
inhabitants of the art building are those 
in the Julia Mathews Wilkinson Center 
for Prints and Drawings, who, I take it, 
could not be pried away from their art. As 
a former curator whose office was steps 
away from his galleries, I heartily approve 
of their decision. 

The most flattering view of the 
Blanton's two-building campus is from 
the university side, near the vast neo-
Corbusian Pcrry-t astcneda l ibrary. This 
view is centered on the wonderful granite 
double-drum dome of the Texas capitol 
at the end of Congress Avenue, which is 
aligned at an angle with the closed street 
between the buildings. This urban com 
position is utterly compelling, and is, in 
some ways, justification enough for what 
is probably a functionally flawed division 
of what otherwise might have been an 
integrated institution. 

The Michener Building is an immense, 
tile-rooted box with almost completely 
planar walls of variously colored materi-
als—brick, stones (I counted three dif-
ferent colors and degrees ol hardness, 
"structural polychromy" in Post-Modern 
guise), stucco, wood, glass, and metal. 
The back, or the side facing the parking 
garage, is the low-budget side, dominated 
by brick, rather like Tom Beebe's failed 
modernist back sides of the neo-Baroque 
I [ v o i d Washington l ibrary in Chicago or 
his classical baroque Meadows Museum 
in Dallas. The Blanton's expensive front, 
facing the closed street, is almost LMIU 
pletely stone, although the granite and 
limestone pieces are so small and thin that 
the wall seems like a mosaic over an invis-
ible structure rather than a weight-hearing 
masonry facade that can visually support 
the immense, overhanging roof. When 
compared to any of the superb Beaux 

Arts facades on the UT campus by Cass 
Gilbert, Paul Cret, and Mark I.emmon, 
it fails at the most basic level ol architec-
tural integrity, indicating that we are so 
accustomed to disguised structure that we 
no longer expect masonry walls even to 
look as if they support a roof. 

The Blanton's site, which is a huge 
rhombus, suggested two rhomboid reel 
angles lor us buildings. The Michener 
Building juxtaposes two right-angle 
corners—at the northwest and the south-
east—with acute M\A oblique angled 
corners on the northeast and southwest 
sides. The entire building is arranged 
around a large courtyard that is, there-
fore, a rhombus as well. A staircase 
opposite an l.-angled colonnade with 
modernist rcmakings of Roman arches 
and Mycenaean—or Italian 1930s neo-
classical—columns leads up to the gal-
leries. With a totally modernist series of 
triangular north-lacing lanterns on the 
ceiling, this space seems more like a vast 
opera set awaiting performers than a wel-
come center where one sits, reads a map, 
and plans a visit. For the impaired among 
us, there is an elevator placed near the 
front door that goes to a landing above 
the entrance that is diagonally opposite 
the staircase landing. So much for con-
sistency. The two types of visitors—those 
who elevate and those who walk—wil l 
have forever different experiences of the 
museum narrative, each with a different 
beginning and a different sense of histori-
cal and cultural time. 

The two landings divide the piano 
nobile into what are effectively two muse-
ums, the smaller anil more successful of 
which is devoted to European pictorial 
arts from the Renaissance through the 
l'>th century. This is on the northwest 
corner ol the building, and consists of 
two parallel and integrated suites of gal-
leries, the larger of which is devoted to 
painting and the other to the graphic 
arts. Each wall l inking to another gal-
lery is punctuated by a centrally placed 
door, with the enfilade ot doors ending, 
in each case, on a work of art or an 
exit door. The galleries are designed and 
detailed as skylit paintings galleries on rhe 
Beaux Arts model perfected in the United 
States by Shepley, Rutan, and Coolidge 
in Chicago in the I S'Hk ,\\\<\ reaching an 
apogee in John Russell Pope's National 
Gallery of Art building from the I'Miis. 
1 lowever, rhe lay-light cove system within 
the Blanton's galleries is not surmounted 
by the wonderful glass roots ot the Beaux 
Arts prototypes, probably because the 
Iev.is sun, as we all know, is very bright. 
Rather, the architect disguised clerestory 
windows in the roof, thereby allowing 
only powerfully directional light into the 
space above the lay-light, this produced 
a dim glow from the lay-lights when I vis-
ited on a brilliant October day, almost as 
• I the building was more afraid of natural 
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light than in awe of its power to animate 
works of an. 

In spire ol its flaws of lighting 
ami us prolusion ol centrally placid 
doors—many galleries have doors on 
three walls, thereby relegating the art to 
the corners—the Blanton's suite of galler-
ies for European pictorial arts is beauti-
fully proportioned and very conducive 
to the sensitive hanging by the curatorial 
staff. There is no Jouhl that n is the lust 
suite of galleries devoted to Old Master 
paintings, drawings, and prints hung m a 
media-integrated lashion in any American 
university museum. The octangular cor-
ner gallery with its tal l , vertical walls 
and veiled windows is .\ wonderful Oasis 
in the midst ot the smaller rooms, with 
their highly concentrated and comparative 
hangings. The hang is perfectly suited to 
what we used to call "a teaching collec-
t ion." and it is i.isv to imagine groups ol 
undergraduates learning about attribution, 
iconography, condition, national schools, 
and the like directly in front of works of 
art by such masters as Durer, Veronese, 
Rubens, Vouet, Guercino, Claude, 
Rembrandt, Tiepolo, and l'irancsi. liven 
the founders of the I'ogg Museum at 
I larvard would be impressed. 

This suite ot small and medium 
scaled galleries c\ists in a dramatically 
unbalanced relationship with the other 
I shaped wing, which is mostly devoted 
to the blanton's large and nationally 
important collection of American and 
la t in American art of the late 14th and 
20th centuries. Ibis area is dominated by 

two absolutely immense skylit galleries, 
with single uninterrupted walls IS feel 
high and 150 and l>7 feet long respec-
tively. The long walls are topped by deco 
rative semi-circular coves held in place by 
flat lay-lights. These rooms are so large 
and so commaiulingly formal that they 
render all but the largest works placed in 
them visually insignificant. Major paint-
ings by great masters of American mod-
ernism, most of which were intended for 
small spaces, line the walls like pinned 
butterflies acting as specimens for the 
viewer. Many of my favorite paintings 
by Ellsworth Kelly, Jack Tworkov, Paul 
Gottlieb, Helen l-rankenthaler, and others 
look like curatorial playing cards. They 
are arranged in a room that so enervates 
thrin that tlu'v appear weak, almost like 
slides or photographs rather than power-
ful objects designed tor close aesthetic 
encounter, these huge galleries would 
also swallow up the groups ot students 
and faculty for which they were presum-
ably built. They are, in effect, more like 
basketball courts or classical hank lobbies 
than modern art galleries, 

Indeed, with the exception of the stol-
idly traditional works in the t.'.R. Smith 
Collection, which are all crammed into 
one small room, and an almost hilari-
ous circular gallery ot plaster casts from 
the famous battle Collection, which are 
devoted to European art but are inexpli-
cably placed in the American galleries, 
the majority of the works in the Blanton's 
collection of the Americas is 20th century 
and modernist. We know a lot about 
the visual conditions lor which these 
works were made—bright incandescent 
light, white walls, asymmetrical spates, 
side lighting (if any natural lighting), 
and low ceilings. To design galleries for 
them suited for huge baroque paintings 
and rooted in the Old Master museum 
architecture of Paris, Berlin, Dresden, 
St. Petersburg, and Vienna is fundamen-
tally to misunderstand both the art and 
the role ot the museum in presenting 
it. This problem reaches its apogee as 
you approach the huge corner gallery 
in which a dramatic installation by the 
Brazilian artist Cildo Meireles, an instal-
lation designed for a small, dark room, 
has been suspended in a high space in 
which the windows and the skvlight have 
been closed to accommodate it. This work 
would have looked infinitely better placed 
in the flat-rooted, unlit temporary exhibi-
tions spaces below. 1 [ere, architecture and 
art are in open conflict. 

It is tempting to rush to the smaller 
and equally Beaux Arts galleries that 
parallel the two vast spaces and say, 
"Aha! These are much better!" hut 
tins an- only better scaled. They, too, 
exhibit a misunderstanding ot the art 
t iny contain. The superb easel paintings 
ot Marin or Davis or Sywaters, to name 
just three artists, would have looked 



better in modernist installations. The 
efforts ot modernist cotnpositicm.il bal-
ance are based on the principals ol what 
artist and scholar Jay Hambidgc called 
"dynamic symmetry," by which he meant 
calibrated asymmetry. The placement of 
works by modernist artists in symmetri-
cally planned, coved. Beaux Arts galleries 
is, in powerfully subliminal ways, a form 
of aesthetic entombment. 

It is precisely this modernist his-
toricism, a form of simplified Beaux Arts 
architecture, that is the central problem 
of the Bl nin HI as a building. It also 
raises serious questions about the inten-
tions of its architects and their clients. 
Few can forget the bracingly Corbusian 
and powerfully brutalist building for the 
Boston City Hall that made Kalmanu and 
McKinnell famous in the 1960s. And their 
sublimely tough parking garage nearby 
that injected such life into the architecture 
of the automobile is OIK- ol late modem-
ism's masterpieces, 

It is likely that no reasonably knowl-
edgeable person could identify the Blanton 
Museum of Art with any ol Kalmann and 
MckinneH's epoch-making masterpieces. 
In fact, McKinncH's particular brand ot 
post-modern hJstoricism, as embodied at 
ihe Blanton, is an utterly compromised 
kind ol architecture chat will appeal to 
purists on neither side ot the great ideo-
logical battle—neither the neo-moderinsis 
nor the post-modern historicists. 

The Blanton had a troubled history 
long before its first brick was laid. The 
controversy surrounding the rejection ol 
the I Icr/og and de Meuron design tor 
the museum in 21)00 (see "A I law in ilk-
System" by Mark Ciunderson, Cite 47) 
left mam decpK suspicious ot the univer-
sity's intentions. I must confess, though, 
that although I was partly horrified by 
the logic of the UT regents in rejecting the 
Her/.og and de Meuron design, one side 
of me cheered them. Having taught at 
UTf rom llJ7(> until 19N0 as a confirmed 
modernist, I derived much more pleasure 
from the pre-modem campus buildings by 
Gilbert, Crer, and l.emmon than from the 
state-financed modernism that added such 
mediocrity to the campus in the 1960s 
and 1970s, 1 also fee] that there are his-
toricist architects who could have done a 
building much more sympathetic both to 
the UT campus' brilliant Mediterranean 
historicist architecture and the wonder-
fully provincial classicism ot the Texas 
State (. apitol. 

Yet it is precisely what some have 
called the "rum-coat htistoricism" of for-
merly modernist tirms such as Kallmann, 
McKinnell, and Wood that creates build-
ings as Hawed as the Blanton Museum ol 
Art. With greater inventiveness and more 
nuanced use of historical referents, I could 
imagine a campus ot smaller, intercon-
nected buildings with a courtyard accessed 
from both the campus ami Martin Luther 

King Boulevard that would have wel-
comed students, faculty, Austinites, and 
n .in ists ii i in i pi oplt filled and nub 
"Mediterranean" patio with a fountain, 
plants, chairs, food, and drink; a separate 
1.-shaped building for I'uropean art with 
greater attention to historical detail and 
more atmosphere; a completely modern-
ist building designed to display the 20th 
century collection in dynamic and excit-
ing spaces suited to it; a classroom and 
"virtual education" building with access 
both to the web and all the virtual muse-
ums imaginable; and offices for the people 
who work with art scattered throughout 
the complex near their areas of expertise 
rather than arranged in a pent house suite 
designed to look like "work spaces" for a 
small suburban corporation. 

Univcrsin communities are among 
the most open and dynamic of any in the 
world, and with the superb faculty and 
si.iii .ii the University ol Texas in mind, 
u is eas\ in imagine what could have 
happened to the Blanton museum with 
the creative design input ot scientists, 
engineers, art historians, artists, archi-
tects, literary theorists, psychologists, 
and others brought together to energize 
the conception ot a truly 21st-century art 
museum. Instead, the university has built 
a state-of-the-art museum for a 19th-cen-
tury city anxious to prove its civilization. 
Its grandeur of scale and reliance on the 
architecture of the Beaux Arts makes us 
believe that no creative university think 
tank had any part m ns design. 

Yet all of that said, I must conclude 
on a more up-beat note. The University of 
Texas at Austin now lias an art museum 
that, as a facility, is and wi l l be for a long 
time the envy of any state university in 
America. It is not as adventurous archi-
tecturally as I.M. I'ei's museum for the 
University of Indiana or those brilliantly 
associations!, yet utterly modernist, 
museums by Anionic Prcdoek lor Arizona 
State University or the University of 
Wyoming. Bur with its nods to tradition 
and its position between the LIT campus 
and the city of Austin, it brings art to a 
modern metropolis and its university in 
an ambitious, expensive, and utterly man-
nerly way. Its failures are not easily cor-
rectable, but in the end neither are they 
fatal to the functioning of the institution. 
It wil l serve its audiences well lor at least 
a generation. 

but what « i l l happen to it by 20 K) 
is anyone's guess. The Blanton's galleries 
are already overfilled; a good many 
works from the Latin American and 
American U>rh and 20th century collec-
tions are already in storage. So the muse-
um will have to evolve as us collect s, 
and audiences, grow, I hope that it docs 
so quickly, so that the ambitious effort 
at the Blanton can he rethought and 
made as great as the university and the 
city it serves. • 


