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ARCHITECTURE VIEW; The Liberation of the 
Guggenheim  
By PAUL GOLDBERGER  

Architecture is like life: a matter of trade-offs. Right now the best trade-off in New York is at the corner 
of 89th Street and Fifth Avenue, where the renovation and expansion of the Solomon R. Guggenheim 
Museum has left this structure -- one of the greatest buildings of the 20th century -- at once 
compromised and improved.  

Changing a major New York landmark is never a minor matter. This seven-year, $45 million effort 
(which meant closing the museum for the last two and a half years) has been a particularly painful saga. 
That's partly because Frank Lloyd Wright's extraordinary concrete structure seems designed to repel all 
attempts to alter it, but also because the architects, Charles Gwathmey and Robert Siegel, so blundered 
in their initial proposal for a Guggenheim expansion in 1985. (Remember that one? People complained 
that its big, projecting box would make the Guggenheim look like a water closet.)  

The ill-conceived early scheme was eventually replaced by a 10-story limestone addition by Mr. 
Gwathmey and Mr. Siegel that, along with the renovated Wright building, will open to the public next 
Sunday. And here's where the compromise comes. The problem isn't that this new addition imposes on 
the Guggenheim, as the first version would have done. No, the limestone slab that finally got built is so 
well mannered that it defers altogether to Wright's powerful building. It would appear to be doing 
exactly the right thing: its patterned grid of limestone hangs behind the Guggenheim like a genteel 
curtain. But this calm, ordered smoothness nonetheless manages to change the relationship between 
Wright's dramatic, circular building and the rest of the city.  

Wright's Guggenheim has always been like an explosion on Fifth Avenue. It is strident, it is loud, it 
defers not a whit to anything around it. It breaks every rule. It is so astonishing as a piece of architecture, 
of course, that it makes you feel that rules hardly matter. But the very way in which Wright's building 
breaks the rules of urban design becomes its own rule: the way it clashes with its surroundings is the 
way the Guggenheim communicates its architectural essence.  

Now, it clashes hardly at all. Instead of having an awkward apartment house wall as its backdrop, 
Wright's Guggenheim now stands before a handsome facade of what the architects, Mr. Gwathmey, Mr. 
Siegel and their associate, Jacob Alspector, call a "tartan grid" of limestone. It is as reasoned, and as 
reasonable, a backdrop as one could ask for. Yet the real setting Wright's building craves is not one that 
has been carefully wrought to accommodate it but the random disorder of the city itself.  

If the exterior of the Guggenheim now seems reined in and tamer, anchored where it once floated free, 
the interior, which is what really matters, has been unleashed and allowed to soar. The true achievement 
of Mr. Gwathmey and Mr. Siegel is in restoring Frank Lloyd Wright's vision. Now the glory of his 
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joyous, sensual, intricate, mischievous and finally uplifting interior spaces can be perceived as never 
before.  

Once you are through the door, there can be no question that the trade-off this project represents has 
been worth it. Until now, the Guggenheim has never been handled with the respect it deserves, either as 
a great museum or as a great work of architecture; starting with James Johnson Sweeney, its first 
director (and no great fan of Wright's building), the structure has been pushed and pulled, altered and 
renovated, compromised every which way to the point that Wright's original intent was sometimes 
barely visible.  

To name but a few of the most egregious alterations, the top section of the spiral ramp in the vast central 
rotunda was closed off and used for storage, denying the public the full experience of Wright's building 
from bottom to top; a set of spaces that opened off a small atrium at the north end of the building, 
known as the "little rotunda," was closed off and turned into offices, and an awkward four-story addition 
behind the main structure was built in crude parody of Wright's style.  

Mr. Gwathmey and Mr. Siegel have purged the building of these violations of its spirit and brought it 
back, inside at least, to something far closer to what Wright envisioned. The result possesses not only a 
beauty and a power beyond what this building has been able to communicate over the last generation but 
also a purity. It is no exaggeration, I think, to speak of the whole process as a kind of purifying ritual for 
the Guggenheim.  

This may be anathema to some Wrightophiles, for whom this building is like Chartres, so perfect in its 
way that to add anything to it is to violate a sacred trust. They would reject the skillful interior 
restoration, I suspect, as tainted by its connection to the exterior addition. But there is no such taint. The 
outside, if diminished, is hardly ruined. And the inside is better than anyone dared hope. Not only is the 
top of the spiral open, but the glass in the dome has been replaced, its center panes now clear, washing 
the rotunda with natural light and allowing tantalizing glimpses of sky and skyline. Not only is the little 
rotunda opened up and restored for the display of art, but this exquisite counterpoint to the main rotunda 
has been connected to new galleries in the lower floors of the Gwathmey-Siegel addition, creating a 
whole new sequence of spaces and movement. And the much-maligned old annex, designed by Taliesin 
Associated Architects, the often misguided inheritors of Wright's practice, has been demolished, its 
foundation turned into the base of the new addition.  

My sense is that the Guggenheim has been liberated far more than it has been altered. How else to 
describe the opening of roof decks, allowing visitors to climb about this building as never before? Or the 
reopening of Wright's original exterior ramp down to the basement auditorium, which had been turned 
into a delivery entrance but will soon again be public, offering perhaps the most dramatic route into the 
interior? The auditorium itself is also being restored, though it will not be ready until at least the end of 
the year. Wright's original cafe, in an alcove off the main rotunda, which was closed shortly after the 
museum opened in 1959, is being reinstated, and a bookstore is being built at the street level of Wright's 
small rotunda, with views from it to the galleries above.  

But what of this as a museum? Isn't all this in the service of the Guggenheim as architecture, not as a 
place in which to house works of art? It has been a commonplace since this building opened in 1959 to 
speak of it as inhospitable to paintings, to talk of the long spiral ramp and slanted walls as Wright's way 
of forcing painting to be subservient to architecture. While this complaint has always been exaggerated -
- Wright's space can work wonderfully for the display of large Color Field abstractions, Calder mobiles, 
Pop Art and other postwar works -- there is no question that the architecture fights the art a lot of the 
time. The building usually ends up being in the foreground of one's consciousness, no matter what the 
paintings.  
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To me, the rush of joy that Wright's great rotunda brings has always been worth its limitations as a
gallery. There aren't a lot of cathedrals in New York -- never mind that, there isn't a lot of architecture 
anywhere that is capable of making the heart beat faster, that so fills you with the sense that the making 
of enclosure can be an act of opening up, a discovery of noble possibilities. It is a wonderful paradox to 
find, in the act of enclosing, revelation. There is nowhere else in New York where the passion of 
architecture is more clearly there, set more directly in front of us for all to see and understand.  

But even those who find the Guggenheim problematic will have something to cheer in this expanded 
building. The Gwathmey-Siegel addition contains new double-height galleries, which give the 
Guggenheim the ability to display large contemporary canvases for the first time. While the galleries are 
not ideal display spaces -- they are a bit narrow, and the elevator core intrudes partway into them -- they 
are more versatile than anything the museum has had until now.  

And the architects could not have made these rooms any deeper without making the entire addition 
deeper, which would have come at a horrible cost to the Wright building. It would have pushed the new 
structure forward, projecting it out over the little rotunda and destroying the feeling that Wright's main 
rotunda floated free in space. (This was essentially what was wrong with the architects' original scheme, 
which was assertive to the point of aggressiveness. Better the restraint of the final design than a 
wrestling match between Charles Gwathmey and Frank Lloyd Wright.)  

The renovation also corrects another shortcoming of the Wright structure, which was the utter 
inflexibility of its layout. Visitors could take only one route along Wright's spiral ramp; the building's 
insistent geometry made it impossible for them to drift in or out or change their path. Curators, for their 
part, had few options in hanging shows. But now, with the new galleries in the addition opening off the 
spiral at various floors, visitors can move in and out from Wright's spiral galleries to Gwathmey's boxy 
ones, or they can vary the sequence still more by walking through the small galleries around the little 
rotunda, which connect to both the main rotunda and the addition.  

This, then, is the great achievement: the building is now a better museum and a better work of 
architecture. If the Guggenheim's roles as a museum and as a piece of architecture have always been 
somewhat at odds, this renovation at least partly resolves them. In the end, Mr. Gwathmey and Mr. 
Siegel have come to praise Wright, not to bury him, and the honor they bring to this building ennobles 
us all.  
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