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Redefining a Modern Museum

Christoph Heinrich,
Frederick and Jan Mayer Director

This year, the Denver Art Museum celebrates its 125" birthday. It was first
founded as the Denver Artists' Club in 1893 by a small group of professional artists
with the purpose of "the advancement of the art interests of Denver." Since that time,
it has become home to the largest and most comprehensive collection of world art in
the Rocky Mountain region, amassing more than 70,000 works of art. However, it took
the community almost eighty years until this collection could be gathered together
into its first independent home, the 1971 building by Italian architect Gio Ponti.

The Board of Trustees of the Denver Art Museum anticipated that a structure by
the Italian "L'Uomo Universale" Gio Ponti—an internationally acclaimed architect and
designer—"would stand as a work of art in its own right, a monumental addition to
the collection.

The planning of the building took place during the 1960s—a decade of
breaking with entrenched traditions and a sense that culture should be accessible
for everybody. At the time, the 210,000-square-foot building counted as one of the
most unique museum buildings, at once visionary and pragmatic, and completely
leaving the beaten path of the Beaux Arts style that dictated how a museum building
should look for the century prior, leading well into the 20th-century. Ponti's building
had no temple front, no perron made of white marble and no grand hall with
monumental columns. Ponti and the team at the Denver Art Museum created instead
a very contemporary building—one of the first high-rise museum buildings and an
outstanding example of the beginning era of museums built by so-called "Starchitect”

Gio Ponti's philosophy can be seen in his statement "art is a treasure, and these
thin but jealous walls defend it" What was the concept behind this unique building,
conceived during the 1960's? What was it believed that a museum should be, and how
has this changed in the decades since then?

Triggered by the notion of the upcoming fiftieth anniversary of the opening of
the Ponti Building, the Denver Art Museum embarked on a long-term plan entitled
Vision 2021, focusing heavily on a major renovation of our famed building. This
initiated a much larger discussion of what is so unique about Ponti's vision—what
should be kept, and what should be changed. With the renovation and a complete
overhaul to the space, we have the opportunity to reinterpret the architectural icon
and make it work for the needs of a contemporary museum in 2021. This revising and
reevaluation begs the questions of how have museums in the US developed over the
last fifty years? What was relevant then, and what continues to make them relevant
for a thriving community today? What defines a museum that is successfully serving
its community in one of the fastest growing metro areas in the United States?
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