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A less-than-happy marria

The museum of contemporary art
moves into the heart of Montreal

ANNMARIE ADAMS
SPECIAL TO THE GAZETTE

fter 24 years marooned

on Cité du Havre, the

Musée d’Art Contem-

porain is busily preparing
to opén its new premises in the
heart of Montreal. As isolated as it
was in its former home, the new
building is completely surrounded
by the city.

In fact, it is difficult to imagine
a site as bound to the urban infra-
structure of Montreal. The new mu-
seum bridges two major downtown
thoroughfares. It is located on
Jeanne Mance St. between de Mai-
sonneuve Blvd. and Ste. Catherine
St.; 'it also encloses the plaza at
Place des Arts, and is connected to
the Métro and Complexe Desjar-
dins. Not a bad start.

Some features of the project’s site
planning, particularly its eastern
edge, make positive contributions
to the area. The long, narrow, sky-
lit structure serves to define the
edge of the main square of the Place
des ‘Arts complex. It encloses the
public space that formerly bled un-
controllably to Jeanne Mance St.

Animated at night

."Most importantly, however, the
Musée d’Art Contemporain adds a
new. component to Place des Arts,
making it a true ‘“‘cultural centre”
like Lincoln Center in New York.
The addition of a museum to the
complex will add vitality to the
square during the daytime hours,
while Place: des Arts and the
Théatre du Nouveau Monde ani-
mate it at night. :

Less positive is the new muse-
um’s relationship to Jeanne Mance
St. This long, western facade is
faced by a false arcade.

Real arcades have been used
since antiquity as a means of pro-
viding protection from the ele-
ments at the edge of a building,
usually its entrance. They have also
served as a transitional space that
connects and differentiates inside
and outside, making cities livable
by providing pedestrians with out-
door environments that are human-
ly $caled.

‘Fhe magic of the Rue de Rivoli in
Paris or Piazza San Marco in Ven-
ice; for example, derives in part
from their use of arcades. In Bolo-
gna, the romantic character of the
enfire city stems from the co-op-
erative use of arcades; a city ordi-
nance requires that all buildings be-
.. set back from the street and con-
nected by a shared covered space.

Merely decorative

The arcade at the new museum
along Jeanne Mance St., however,
provides none of these amenities. It
1s constructed along a blank wall
(where one would expect entrances)
and is uncovered. In fact, the pedes-
trian cannot even enter the space
between the columns and the wall;
in essence, the arcade is merely dec-
orative.

In addition to the gesture of
“turning its back” on the street, this
false arcade might prove dangerous.
The absence of openings along the
museum’s west wall makes this
block of Jeanne Mance threatening
for women or anyone walking alone
at night. In the words of urban critic
Oscar Newman, the street has be-
come “‘indefensible space.”

If ‘the spaces hidden behind the
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thick piers of the arcade are not
brightly illuminated or carefully
surveyed at night, the Jeanne
Mance arcade will almost certainly
accommodate undesirable activity.
The “dead” space between the false
arcade and the wall has already be-
come a collecting space for litter.

The interior of the building,
thankfully, is much more satisfying
than its exterior. The visitor enters
from the plaza into a monumental,
circular lobby. Modelled on Salle
Wilfrid Pelletier in Place des Arts,
another arcade gently swells at this
point to direct visitors toward the
giant rotunda marking the entry
point from the exterior.

This large, round room — a pop-
ular feature in contemporary muse-
um design — acts as a distribution
point, a knuckle, for the entire mu-
seum. A grand staircase rings the
room, emphasizing its circular
form. Galleries to the north are in-
tended for temporary exhibitions,
while similar spaces to the south
will house the permanent collec-
tion.

These exhibition spaces are huge,
rectangular spaces — some are
beautifuily illuminated from above
— with clean, white walls and
thandsome oak floors. The entry
space is crowned with an aedicule, a
skylit pediment supported by four
giant columns faced with green, ox-
idized copper panels. The restau-
rant, looking into the entry space as
well as out to the plaza, encircles
this space. ;

Space for performance

Several other features of the
Musée d’Art Contemporain mark
its architecture as contemporary.
Of particular merit are the two flex-
ible performance spaces in the new
building. A 400-seat theatre, to be
shared with Place des Arts, boasts
an inventive system of fixed and
folding seats and an adjustable
stage to accommodate concerts,
plays, lectures and screenings. A
smaller multi-purpose hall will also
accommodate many types of per-
formance.

Both spaces indicate the impor-
tance of performance in the avant-
garde arts scene in Quebec, and
both spaces obviously will benefit
from the new association of the mu-
seum with Place des Arts and
Théatre du Nouveau Monde. The
new building, by the way, is the only
major museum in Canada devoted
exclusively to contemporary art.

The unhappy marriage of exteri-
or and interior at Montreal’s newest

muscum IS perhaps a result of the

project’s rocky history. As long ago
as 1984, an architectural competi-
tion was held to generate design so-
lutions for the site. The winners of
the competition were Jodoin, La-
- marre, Pratte et Associés, the archi-
tects of the present building.

In 1985, however, their winning
scheme was rejected by the muse-
um’s board of directors. Quebec’s
Ministry of Cultural Affairs de-
creed a moratorium on construc-

-tion of the project and began an
reassessment of the building’s inte-
rior spaces. At this stage, the area
allotted to exhibition galleries was
substantially expanded. Construc-
tion of the building began in 1990.

In many ways, the building is a
up-to-date museum trapped in old
clothes. In deference to Place des
Arts, which dominates the site, the
Musée d’Art Contemporain is clad
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in precast concrete panels. In spots,
the joints between these panels
have already begun to age. Even the
Place des Arts Métro station at the
corner of Jeanne Mance and de
Maisonneuve is wearing this old
suit. Why should a Métro station
appear as part of a museum? Why
should a new museum look like an
old concert hall? 1

Good architecture occurs when
interior and exterior designs rein-

An advance look inside the enormous |

i . ; é§ L
obby of the new museum.
force each other. Perhaps the muse-
um, in the coming years, will spon-
sor an annual competition inviting

“‘contemporary” artists to decorate
its deteriorating walls; graffiti art-

ists have already started. In this §
way, the delight of the museum’s |

interior spaces truly would be part
of the city.

B Annmarie Adams is assistant pro- §
Jessor at the School of Architecture,

McGill University.
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April 16 - June 14, 1992
Jean-Noél Desmarais Pavilion

'SNOOPY

THE MASTERPIECE

Until April 26, 1992
Jean-Noél Desmarais Pavilion

FROM THE GUGGENHEIM

February 4 - May 10, 1992
Jean-Noél Desmarais Pavilion

Guided tours

Presented Wednesdays in co-operation
with the Association of Volunteer Guides.
Free of charge with paid admission to
the corresponding exhibition:

« In the Public Eye:

discovering the new Jean-Noél
Desmarais Pavilion

11 a.m. (in English) ® 1 p.m. (in French)
« Natalya Nesterova

Jean-Noél Desmarais Pavilion

1 p.m.

* Masterpieces from the Guggenheim
Jean-Noél Desmarais Pavilion

1 p.m. (in English) ® 11 a.m. (in French)
Lectures

Organized by J.AMM.

Maxwell Cummings Auditorium
Sundays at 11 a.m.

« April 26
Michel-Ange : il y a cinq cent ans
(Part Il)

Information: (514) 286-7184
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Fifty paintings by
a confemporary
Russian artist:
the discovery of a
powerful and singular
body of work.
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DENIS FARL!

Original drawings,

photographs and

objects illustrate the

many facets of the dog-

philosopher and his

friends. An exhibition
__ for the whole family!

From Braque to Brancusi and Modigliani to Giacometti, from Kandinsky fo
Léger and Picasso fo Pollock, 97 paintings and sculptures present a dazzling
panorama of modern art. An exhibition organized by the Solomon R.
Guggenheim Museum, New York, and presented in Montreal for the first fime.

Educational and Cultural Activities

Glasnost Film Festival : April 22, 23, 24,
25 and 26, 1992. Twenty-two
documentaries subtitled in English.
Maxwell Cummings Auditorium

Free admission

Esso-Sundays: Game-exhibitions, game-
discoveries and treasure hunts. Share
these discoveries with your family!
Educational and Cultural Carrefour,
Jean-Noél Desmarais Pavilion.

Times: 1, 2, 3 and 4 p.m.

Free with admission to the Museum.
Passes available at the ticket counter.

The Museum is open Tuesday to Sunday, 11 a.m,
to 6 p.m., Wednesday and Saturday to 9 p.m.
The Montreal Museum of Fine Arts
Benaiah Gibb Pavilion

1379 Sherbrooke Street West
Jean-Noél Desmarais Pavilion

1380 Sherbrooke Street West
Access: Bus 24 or

Guy-Concordia metro

Information: (514) 285-2000

Become a Friend of the Museum and enjoy
free admission at all fimes.
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THE MONTREAL MUSEUM
OF FINE ARTS
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