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Harried New Yorkers, looking for a short-
cut between 53rd and 54th streets, may 
well head for a walkway that doubles as 
the lobby of Yoshio 'Taniguchi's newly 
conceived Museum of Modern Art. If they 
do, they'll be surprised midway through 
to discover a light-hlled atrium, seven sto-
ries high. A multistory glass facade to the 
east wil l then draw their eyes toward the 
museum's famous sculpture garden. And 
they will rut) head on into some very con-
temporary art. Many of the treasures that 
belong here—for example, Ce/.anne's The 
Bather—are now in galleries on the upper 
floors. What is deemed to be cutting-edge 
"modern" sits right above the lobby, with 
some works visible from below. The shock 
of the new—if any—confronts the visitor 
right away. Kven the unwitting pedestrian 
seeking a shortcut. 

This heightened interaction with 
the city—windows in the architecture 
and photography galleries afford views 
.4 nearb; skyscrapers exemplifies an 
iirbamsl stance that is a throwback to 
a period ot optimism in architecture. 
Indeed, Taniguchi's sophisticated design is 
a conservative reworking of Modernism, 
and it helps explain why he was chosen 
tor the project. This is a museum that 
came of age at a tune when Modernist 
architecture was .it its apex. Now, with 
Modernism in danger of becoming 
merely a historical style, the museum 
found in Taniguchi a practitioner who 
has advanced this design strategy's reach 
in formal, even sculptural terms, playing 
with mass and material, but who firmly 
rejects the whimsy ot contemporary fads. 

but to judge Taniguchi solely from 
his work on the new M o M A , a commis-
sion that involved making a workable 
museum out of a group of existing build 
ings, would be grossly unfair. Which is 
why two books on the architect, one five 
years old and another |usr released, are 
highly significant. The Architecture of 
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54th Street view of Yoshio Toniguchi's le imagined MoMA: Dorkened gloss and hollow squores unify Iwo museum wings seperoted by the pre-existing sculpture gorden. 

Yoshio Taniguchi, w i t h a f o r w a rd by his 
Japanese con tempora ry T 'umihiko M a k i , 
provides a handsome overv iew o f his 
major protects in |apan. V.".v Wiisctnns, 
w i t h an i n t roduc t i on by Terence Riley, 
the cu ra to r o f the Depar tment o l 
Arch i tecture and Design at the museum, 
concentrates on the architect 's just i f iab ly 
famous designs in th is area. 

In Nine Museums Ri ley describes 
the ma jo r inf luences on the archi tect. 
1 le plays d o w n , perhaps too forceful ly , 
Taniguchi's i n t roduc t i on to Mode rn i sm 

at Harvard 's t i r adua te School o f Design 
since, he argues, the architect 's t ime there 
co inc ided w i t h a decl ine in Modern ism 's 
cachet. Tan iguch i was the son o f a pow-
er fu l archi tect , Yoshi ro Taniguchi, whose 
o w n design sensibi l i ty owed much to his 
love af fa i r w i t h cons t ruc t ion . (He insisted 
his son t ra in as a carpenter. 1 There is 
also the architect 's fealty to the t r ad i -
t iona l Japanese concept ion o l museums 
as places ot quiet repose and respect tor 
ar t . Final ly, Riley argues that Taniguchi's 
passion for expressing mater ia l i ty in his 
fo rms gives h im a direct a f f in i t y to M ies 
van del Rohe. 

F u m i h i k o Mak i ' s much less scholarly 
take in the o lder vo lume—he's been a 
tnend o f lan iguchi 's for years—al lows 
h im access to the architect 's m i n d . In his 
discussion o f Taniguchi's sk i l l in balanc-
ing centr ipetal and cent r i fugal elements, 
M a k i contends thai seeing structures as 
fo rms in mo t i on is viral to unders tand ing 
any Taniguchi bu i l d ing . 

A l t hough bo th texts h in t at h o * 
Taniguchi applies this m i x o f ideas, it is 

left to the photos, par t icu lar ly in Nine 
Museums, t o show us exactly h o w he 
art iculates spaces. 

l amguch i likes to use bo th light and 
the massing ot heavy mater ia ls , i nc lud -
ing such favori tes as dark green Vermont 
slate, to create a sense o f t ranqu i l l i t y in 
his museums. (He uses this slate on the 
entry staircase at M o M A . ) The greater the 
sol id i ty, the more heightened the sense o f 
in ter io r quiet . 1 le uses screens—tor exam-
ple, a long grani te pa r t i t i on that serves as 
a lakeside facade and cou r t ya rd wa l l at 
the Ken D o m o n M u s e u m ; and the g lo r i -
ous screen that hangs over the f ront o f his 
Ciallery o f I l o r yu j i Treasures at the T o k y o 
Na t i ona l M u s e u m — t o add a depth per-
spective to bis t onus , as wel l as to prov ide 
di f fuse l ight for the galleries inside. H is 
almost p layfu l use o f planes, bo th vert ical 
and ho r i zon ta l , serves to b r i ng some ot 
these heavy masses together. Indeed, the 
54th Street facades o f the new M o M A , 
each sheathed w i t h darkened glass .mi l 
con ta in ing a ho l l ow square, w o r k to forge 
a un i ty between t w o wings separated by 
the sculpture garden. 

Taniguchi's e f for t t o " s c u l p t " his str ict 
fo rms is of ten expressed th rough jux tapo-
s i t ion. I l is Shiseido A r t Museum joins a 
c i rcu lar f o r m to a square s t ructure; inside 
he reverses them by placing a c i rcu lar gal -
lery inside the square section of the muse-
um and pu t t i ng the rectangular galleries in 
the ad jo in i ng c i rcular element. 

Nine Museums br ief ly describes how 
this design sensibi l i ty was brought to his 
p lan for M o M A . I lere Taniguchi had to 
w o r k w i t h the or ig ina l Phi l ip G o o d w i n 

and Kdward Dur re l l Stone structure 
bui l t in 19.19, and the sculpture garden 
f r o m 1953 and the 1964 east w i n g , bo th 
designed by Phi l ip Johnson. Sill ine, in 
the midd le of the s i te—the Drake Hote l 
to the west was bought and demo l -
ished—was a large imped imen t , t.csar 
Pelli's 19S4 M u s e u m Tower. 

'Taniguchi decided that engaging 
the su r round ing sky l ine, i nc lud ing the 
Pelli tower, of fered a way o f un i f y ing 
the in ter io r experience. ("The galleries 
run th rough all the structures except the 
educat ion wing. ) So In- added numer-
ous w i n d o w s th roughou t . K n o w i n g that 
N e w York C i t y is a l l a roun d reminds 
v is i tors, no mat ter w h i c h w i n g they are 
in , that they share the same space. 

The l ight pou r ing in a f fords a sense 
of peace that is a Taniguchi t rademark . 
Hy opening up the spaces, and w i t h such 
gestures as the Mowing staircase between 
the fou r th and f i f th f loors , the enclosed 
" fo rced m a r c h " aspect o f the earl ier 
remodels is gone. O n a smaller scale, 
Taniguchi has f loated the display wa l ls 
o f his new e x h i b i t i o n galleries away 
f r o m the museum wa l ls , add ing yet 
another plane. 

Hut in many ways , the M o M A 
redesign remains a l im i ted expression o f 
Taniguchi's sensibi l i ty. There is on ly so 
much an architect can do to unite a gel 
of relat ively d isparate structures. When 
In- st.ir is h u m si r.ik l i . I amgik Ill's abi l 
ity to balance forms in order to create a 
sense of serenity is unparalleled. Thanks 
to these two large volumes on the archi-
tect, this legacy is now readily accessible. 


