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Abstract 

The article presents a comparative study of two museums - the Iberê Camargo Foundation, in Porto Alegre, and the 

Guggenheim Museum, in New York. The motivation for this work lies in the opportunity the recent construction of 

the ICF museum in Porto Alegre came to offer - in view of honors and distinctions it has received from local and 

international architectural critique - for a discussion on the theme of quality in architecture. The comparison with 

the Guggenheim Museum comes from a broadly formal, functional and iconic similarity observed between the two 

buildings. The article has an eminently empirical nature. The methodology applied in the analyses has antecedents in 

the architectural promenade, in the Corbusean´s sense of the concept, and is concerned with the quality of the walk, 

taking into account the way these buildings are understood by the visitor - their legibility - and the way they 

accommodate the bodies in space - their functionality. The article eventually shows that, despite their conspicuous 

formal and iconic similarities, the spatial performance observed in the two buildings has been radically distinct, 

especially in respect of the way they deal with spatial integration and spatial segregation from the standpoint of the 

visitor. 
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1. Introduction 

The concern of this article with the Iberê Camargo Foundation Museum - to be called ICF Museum from here 

onwards - as an object of study was initially motivated by the acclaim this building has received in recent 

years from architectural critique, winning different awards, that made it a reference within international 

architectural production, such as the Golden Lion at Venice Biennale and the Mies Crown Hall Americas Prize 

at the Illinois Institute of Technology in Chicago (Comas, 2006). The importance of the building is also 

emphasized by the fact that it was designed by Álvaro siza, acclaimed Portuguese architect winner of the 

Pritzker Prize in 1992. Siza has a consistent work, with projects built around the world, whose main 

characteristic lies in the concern with surroundings and the landscape. Light and route issues are also 

important in his buildings – in general and specifically at ICF Museum. The interest in the museum also 

comes from the cultural context in which it is embedded. As the only building in the city with international 

representation, the ICF museum was intended to complete a longstanding gap in the artistic scenario of Porto 

Alegre for a high standard exhibition space. Architectural and cultural importance added to the thematic 

attachment to the work of a renowned local artist reinforces its role as an urban icon (Kiefer et al., 2008). 

Nevertheless, nine years after its inauguration, such condition of initial distinction is verified today with 

difficulty in view of the contradictions and ambiguities that came to be observed in this building from 

different points of view, as we will see in what follows. 

In its turn, the Guggenheim Museum in New York has its prominence in the history of architecture 

emphasized for being the last work of Frank Lloyd Wright and also his only building in New York. Wright was 

an important American architect, and his vast work – built over nearly seven decades - was marked by the 

development of unique concepts and designs. If at the beginning of his career, place and nature were 

essential - characteristics consecrated in the famous Prairie Houses – later, his work was marked by the 

concern with the production in series and the use of new forms and technologies. He is considered to be 

responsible for the birth of organic architecture and has in Guggenheim one of his masterpieces. In fact, 

according to Joseph Siry, Wright´s Museum would be among the most influential buildings of the Twentieth 

century (Ballon et al., 2009). Same as the ICF museum, the Guggenheim is a controversial building. The 

debate over the positioning of the major part of its exhibition spaces along the inclined floor of its ramps is 

perpetual. 

The use in this article of the comparative analysis as a method of study, having the Guggenheim Museum 

of NY as a parameter, seeks, on one hand, the production of knowledge and methodological evolution, by 

means of recording the lessons coming from the descriptive confrontation of two exceptional buildings 

functionally analogous and, on the other hand, goes in line with the view of several authors that point out a 

clear connection between Siza´s building and the NY Guggenheim Museum (Cabral, 2009; Comas, 2006; 

Rosso, 2008; Serapião, 2008). In fact, these two buildings have a set of characteristics in common that make 

their comparison an instructive intellectual exercise. Regarding form, both the Guggenheim Museum and the 

ICF museum have a main volume that stands out in the composition; solid volumes, closed to the outside, 

with horizontal bands that correspond to the ramps and inner walkways. Major similarities, however, with 

respect to the totality of the form are, on the one hand in their dimensions and scale and, on the other hand, in 
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the horizontality that both buildings offer at the ground level, emphasizing the recognition of human scale. In 

section, the two buildings start from the same concept, that is the arrangement of exhibitions around a large 

central free space - a void - surrounded by ramps and walkways, which expands vertically. Regarding 

internal space, the two buildings also have similar configurations: free central atrium, ramp circulations 

around this void and walkways that, in different ways, connect visitors with the totality of internal space. 

With respect of the spatial distribution of the program both buildings have in common generous access 

spaces which organizes the visitor flows towards their main spaces and towards the shops and café at their 

ground floors. The upper levels, in both cases, are made up of ramps and walkways, an aspect where the 

differences between the spatial configurations of the two buildings, as we shall see it later, are dramatic, yet 

in both buildings the indicated route of visitation consists in going up to the last floor by elevator, making the 

visitation in a downward progression with the ramps, as it happens at Guggenheim, or by means of the 

tubular walkways as it happens at ICF museum. 

The set of similarities, coincidences and interests reported above seems to offer a justification for a 

deepening in the knowledge about these two buildings, by means of a comparative analysis, having the 

spatial performance of each building in its different situations taken as a conceptual parameter.  

 

2. The spatial performance as a parameter  

Spatial performance, in the theoretical and methodological context given in this study, is understood as the 

way - either more appropriate or less appropriate - buildings welcome or, if one wishes, accommodates 

people, their inhabitants or users. It is assumed here that apart from its formal dimension and symbolic 

meaning, architecture could be understood by its spatial distribution. The proper arrangement of the parts 

would be accountable for either the success or the failure of the whole. Spatial performance, so understood, 

would be the essence of architectural quality (Aguiar, 2016). In the case of the museums object of this study 

it is sought to verify throughout the procedure of analysis, the way the visitor is received by the building and 

guided through its spaces. It will be considered as parameters of spatial performance, the legibility of the 

building, that is, how the building, in its different situations is understood, or read, by the visitor - in this case 

the moving observer/researcher - and, moreover, the building’s functionality, or convenience, verifiable in the 

either more comfortable or less comfortable way the building accommodates people in its spaces.  

Situations endowed with legibility would be those capable of offering the visitor a perception of continuity 

of the path ahead, situations where the line of sight and the line of movement coincide and the observer has 

the vision directed towards its destination, without route deviations. Legibility would be, therefore, an 

eminently visual condition. The study of legibility as a parameter of performance in architecture has been the 

focus of attention of a line of authors that begins with Schmarsow (1994 [1893]), passes through Le 

Corbusier (2006 [1937]), Lynch (1995 [1960]), Hillier et al. (1983), among others. More recently Key et al. 

(2008) have provided a description of legibility based upon concepts of visual field and spatial continuity. 

Hence the legibility of a building or urban situation would depend, by definition, of its spatial arrangement. 
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Although, in this article, legibility is considered as fundamental, we understand that it can often be 

problematized in a different and intended way by architects and their works.  

Functionality, in its hand, would be verified in the haptic or tactile dimension of spatial perception and 

would be evidenced in the spatial (in)utility, (dis)comfort and (un)convenience. It would be in the spatial 

perception that comes from the other senses, and would be verified in dimensional discomforts, thermal or 

auditory discomforts and so on (Vitruvio, 2007).  

 

3. The walk as a method of study 

The use of the walk as a method of study is not new in the discipline and had been already used in the École 

de Beaux-Arts where the march, la marche, would have been used in a customary way in the assessment of 

projects (Martinez, 1998). Yet it was during the modern movement, with Le Corbusier, that the architectural 

walk - the so called Promenade Architecturale - emerges as a method of description, making the moving 

observer the protagonist of architecture (Aguiar, 2015). 

The use of the walk as a method of study, places the totality of the observer's senses in direct contact with 

the spaces of the object of study by means of a previously planned path(s) taking into account the descriptive 

demands of the theme. The observer walks guided by the plan, by the path there shown, where will be 

indicated the camera positions that will describe each situation. The photographic record of the path’s 

progression visualized by the moving observer shows the path as a sequence of situations. This procedure 

extends in detail the procedure given by Gordon Cullen that draws on the concepts of existing vision and 

emerging vision in the description of the optical dimension of the walk (Cullen, 1971). The position, the point 

of view of the camera, will be located at the connection between the different axial lines that make the 

pathway or, in other words, in the connections between longest lines of sight in which the path was 

disaggregated. Each situation - each part of the path - will have one or more corresponding images depending 

on the descriptive convenience of each situation. The optic is the guide. The descriptions of the haptic follow 

and overlap on it. 

For the spatial definition of each situation to be studied, the procedure takes into account the work of 

(KEY et al., 2008) that specify the conditions of viewfield and enclosure. Viewfield is thus defined as the visible 

area from the viewpoint of an observer positioned within the field, represented as a polygon. Enclosure is 

described as how much a particular situation (location) is defined, or delimited, by built elements. The larger 

the viewfield’s amplitude the smaller the degree of enclosure tends to be. The concept of enclosure is similar, 

if not coincidental, with the concept of convexity (Hillier et al., 1983). This category is at the basis of the 

Method of the Observer when dealing with the breakdown of the object of study into sequences of spatial 

situations. 

During the walk, the assessment of the legibility of the object of study will be based upon the perception of 

continuity (Lynch, 1995). Cullen suggests that such perception would be set up when a physical element 

creates a viewfield that indicates the possibility of moving forward. (KEY et al., 2008) describe this condition 

of continuity through a Boolean value that indicates whether two mutually visible locations, P1 and P2, share 
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the same physical element within the viewfield. 1 This description seems to confer some precision and 

objectivity to the concept. The overlap of two features, the mutual visibility and the attachment to one same 

viewfield, will allow for the identification, and even calculation, of the spatial relations set up between the 

two points and between the element and the points. The diagrams will show as dashed lines the movement-

inducing lines that offset from the path to be followed. 

 

4. Empiria and discussions  

The walks carried through the Guggenheim museum in NY and the ICF museum in Porto Alegre, to be 

presented in what follows, compare five typical spatial situations that both buildings have in common. These 

spatial situations are: the approach pathways, the access halls, the atria, the access to the exhibitions and the 

exhibition spaces themselves. A sixth situation, atypical and only found in the ICF museum - the tubular 

walkways - complete the set of analyzes. Each of these situations will be studied, in a comparative way by 

means of a set of descriptions that includes images of each spatial sequence under scrutiny, diagrams 

describing this same spatial sequence in plan and a written report. This is one way, among many possible, to 

understand and to analyze spatial performance in architecture. 

4.1. The approach pathways  

The first aspect perceived by the moving observer on the approaching pathways of the two museums is the 

radical difference in their urban insertion, the two buildings compared. While the Guggenheim is positioned 

in a central area of New York, immersed in a consolidated urban fabric, facing Central Park, the ICF museum 

was built in a poorly connected location, a place difficult to be seen, rather isolated, at the edge of a freeway.  

Arriving at the Guggenheim Museum, the visitor does not notice immediately the presence of the building, 

something unusual for a building that, as we will see, is so distinct from the context. In fact the visitor already 

positioned close to the building, will see just one more regular block of the Fifth Avenue, with its gardened 

sidewalks along the classic sequence of NY brick buildings. Although, as the visitor comes closer, the museum 

building emerges surprisingly, initially as a cylindrical slice, hard to be seen, positioned in the same 

alignment followed by the other buildings yet elevated from the sidewalk (Figure 1: 1), to progressively show 

itself as an exceptional architectural form (Figure 1: 2). From the corner, we now see the ground floor of the 

museum surrounded by low walls (Figure 1: 3 e 4). In the middle of a dense urban scene dominated by 

buildings along the sidewalk, the presence of these low walls brings about a rather surprising effect, as they 

perform as seats for visitors, a gesture of welcome coming from the building, stimulating the appropriation of 

the immediate surroundings of the museum as a public space. 

 

                                                             
1 Boolean, in computer science, is a binary data type by definition: having two mutually exclusive values such as 0 or 1, false or true, 
on or off, and so on. 
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Figure 1. The Approach Pathways - Guggenheim. (Source: The Authors, 2015) 

 

 

In a different way the approach pathway towards the ICF museum shows itself, initially, as a moment of 

surprise and perplexity as the visitor, coming either on foot or emerging from the parking lot, faces the white, 

monumental form of an excavated rock (Figure 2: 1). The set is spectacular and enigmatic. In a second 

moment, the approach pathway becomes difficult and even uncomfortable to the visitor. The pedestrian is 

rare here and the aridity of the path ahead is manifest, on the one hand in the noise coming from the fast and 

intense traffic and, on the other hand, in the eccentric solution given in the sidewalk brought by the museum 

(Figure 2: 2). Unlike the Guggenheim, that takes advantage of the sidewalk in its connection with the city 

fabric, the ICF museum, on top of its rather segregated location, isolates itself even more from its immediate 

vicinity, by surrounding itself on all sides, with a sort of gravel ostensibly hostile to the walk, yet producing, 

in parallel an explicit atmosphere of monument (Figure 2: 3). 

Those arriving at the musuem by car will use the final part of the approach path described above, coming 

either by stairs or elevator from the parking lot positioned at the basement, so having naturally the 

occasional annoyances coming from the natural elements during their displacement at the open space. 
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Figure 2. The Approach Pathways - ICF. (Source: The Authors; Google Street View, 2015) 

 

 

Yet, those arriving by public transport will have a rather peculiar spatial experience, punctuated by 

annoyances of different kinds. Getting off from the bus the visitor will see the museum building around 200 

meters away. He immediately realizes that the isolation of the place is crowded with cars at high speed. From 

here, although an effort is made to put the museum building into focus, the visual field is in its most part 

taken by the presence of a residential building, also white, larger in size if compared with the museum, in the 

neo-Mediterranean style typical of the 70's (Figure 3: 4). The museum, seen from here, rests in the 

background, half hidden by the lighting fixture, as the last building in this rather unexpected architectural 

sequence (Figure 3: 5). 

In view of the lack of pavement in the sidewalk, the visitor starts walking towards the museum by the 

road side. Straight ahead, he sees a sign guiding the pedestrian towards the underground parking (Figure 3: 

6), when a ramp, parallel to the highway, appears in front as the only possible access to the museum, from 

where he is (Figure 3: 7). The other possibility would be the crossing of the highway in a rather risky move. 
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Figure 3. The Approach Pathways - ICF. (Source: The Authors, 2015) 

 

 

With no other alternative, the visitor goes down the ramp as the museum disappears from his visual field 

(Figure 4: 8). He is now followed by a car that also arrives. The non-motorized visitor feels uncomfortable 

with the weird situation where he finds himself. At the end of the ramp he faces an unconvenient intersection 

of pedestrian and vehicular pathways. The diagram and images below describe the problematic legibility of 

this situation. The visitor tends to move forward, despite the parking barrier in front of him, for the line of 

sight diagonally ahead, that shows the possibility of walking through the parking lot, is dominant within the 

visual field, while the way on the left - the actual path for crossing the highway in safety - tends to remain 

unnoticed (Figure 4: 9). 

At this point the approach to the museum has become progressively unusual. The visitor faces here, in this 

subterranean stretch, a dramatic change in the conditions, from the exterior to the interior, from clearity to 

darkness, from a view initially focused in the extraordinary form of the museum to the unexpected diving in 

the cavernous space where he is now. The sensation is of confinement (Figure 4: 10). 
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Figure 4. The Approach Pathways - ICF. (Source: The Authors, 2015) 

 

Curiously, in the midst of such a strange situation, the sensibility of the architect is revealed in a large 

window that offers the visitor a peculiar view of the underground parking lot in perspective (Figure 4: 11). 

The sight is surprising. The space is organized by means of a colonnade of precise spacing and proportions 

that supports the highway. Yet this is just a parking lot, the visitor realizes that the space he sees from that 

window claims, independently from the museum it functionally serves, the status of a work of art, that is 
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manifest in the ostensive superfluous it carries, as it can be seen in the aseptic gloss of the coatings that 

mirror the rigorous axiality of the lighting fixtures. Curiously, this unusual view seems to make the feeling of 

discomfort attenuated, at least for those involved with a more intellectual appreciation of architecture. Still in 

the underpass the visitor notices a light, at the end of the tunnel that will guide him back to the open space 

upstairs and, eventually, to the museum building (Figure 4: 12). 

4.2. The access halls  

Arriving at the access hall of the Guggenheim Museum, the visitor has a large glass surface right in front, 

which seems to work as an invitation to enter the building. Weirdly what seems to be the main access to the 

museum is actually the entrance to a souvenir shop (Figure 5: 1). The misreading of the situation will only be 

clarified when the revolving entrance door of the museum - that is partially hidden by a robust wrightian 

column - is noticed. The diagram and the images below describe the difficult legibility of that situation. 

The diagram shows that the route to the right, towards the main access revolving door, is partially hidden 

thanks to a narrowing in the passage - due to the proximity of a flowerbed wall to the column just ahead - 

which ends up by confusing the perception and hindering the access pathway from the visual field of the 

visitor (Figure 5: 2, 3). The analysis of the situation says that the visual indications coming from the spatial 

configuration of the ground floor - which should provide an adequate reading and understanding of the 

spatial sequence of access to the museum - provoke disorientation. 

In a different way the arrival at the access hall of the ICF museum takes place in a much less conventional 

way, by means of an elevated sidewalk positioned adjacent to the building, five meters away from the 

highway and half meter above the gravel bed that, in what concerns the urban scale, will constitute the actual 

sidewalk of the museum building (Figure 6: 1). From the elevated walk the visitor sees, just ahead, the 

unusual way this pathway is going to finish, as obstructed by the descent of one of the tubular walkways; a 

spatial move that eventually creates a generous cavern (Figure 6: 2). In a less generous way, the visitor 

leaving the museum and heading south towards Barra Shopping will have only the gravel bed of the sidewalk 

as an option. From the standpoint of urbanity – as something minimally evidenced by a usable sidewalk – and 

from the spatial performance of this public space, the access to the museum sets up as an end of line (Figure 

6: 2). 

In any case, the visual contact of the visitor with the access hall, in the ICF museum, occurs in a 

progressive way, revealing a stripped space, almost arid, delimited by white forms and half-covered by one of 

the tubular walkways, endowing the situation with a strange cavernous monumentality. Diagonally to the 

elevated sidewalk, the visitor has now before him a large glazed surface with the name of the museum, so 

suggesting that the main entrance to the museum would be there (Figure 6: 3). Yet this is not the case. By 

coming closer the visitor will realize that what he sees is a window, a fixed glass panel, while the actual 

access to the museum will be positioned more to the left, much less evident, almost hidden, carrying a rather 

precarious legibility (Figure 6: 4). 
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Figure 5. The Acess Halls - Guggenheim. (Source: The Authors, 2015) 

 

 

4.3. The atria 

Both in the Guggenheim and in the ICF museum, the visitor, after the entrance, is confronted with a large 

central space at the ground floor, both with monumental height and a visual field that offers different 

pathways to be followed as options of route. The diagrams below show in plan that, in both cases, the ramps 

positioned on the sides seem to invite the visitor to start the walk from there (Figure 7: 1, 2). It is curious that 

although both buildings clearly offer the ramps to the visitors, the orientation received at reception suggests 

the visitation to start at the elevators that will carry the visitor up to the last floors, in order to use a 

descending route of visitation.  
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Figure 6. The Acess Halls - ICF. (Source: The Authors, 2015) 

 

 

Still, in both museums, the elevators are shy and positioned off to the natural path. In the case of the 

Guggenheim, the view of the elevators is not immediate from the access point, nor has a clear visualization 

from the center of the space, where, approximately, the visitor will be after disengaging from the internal 

access circuit (Figure 7: 3). This happens for the elevator is positioned in the background, although visible 

from the center of the space. In a different way at the ICF museum, the two elevators are absolutely hidden. 

In the image below, the visitor has a lift rather close to him, however positioned partially hidden by the 

information desk shown in the image (Figure 7: 4). A second elevator will be found at the end of the visual 

field shown dark in the same image, and positioned more hidden than the first (Figure 7: 5). As it turns out, 

since both situations have a rather problematic legibility, the acceptance of the recommended visitation 

pathway will require some discipline of the visitor. 
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Figure 7. The Atria - Guggenheim and ICF. Source: The Authors; Google Interior View (2015 + 2016) 
 

 

Yet in respect of the visualization of the monumental spatiality of the atria, the Guggenheim - in the 

circular verticality of its central space - displays, explicitly, its modus operandi, that is materialized by means 

of the monumental ramp in spiral that will contain both promenade and expositions (Figure 8: 6). The 

legibility of the situation is manifest in the dialogue between form and function. From this same point of view, 
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the ICF museum offers the visitor a large vertical space with the approximate shape of a cylinder section that 

has on the walls with straight angles the exhibition spaces and, along the curved wall, the ramps that will 

connect different exhibition floors (Figure 8: 7). Unlike the Guggenheim, which offers the visitor a clear 

spatiality, the scenery offered here to the visitor of the ICF museum is a complex whole, where the route 

must be unveiled at each step. Finally, comparing the crowning solutions, the atria of the two buildings have 

an evident qualitative difference. While in the Guggenheim, the visualization of the great zenith offers the 

visitor, in addition to its striking design, natural light (Figure 8: 8), in the ICF museum we have, in parallel to 

the neutrality of a grid ceiling, artificial light (Figure 8: 9, 10). 

 

 
Figure 8. The Atria - Guggenheim and ICF. (Source: The Authors, 2015) 

 

4.4. The access to the exhibitions  

Leaving the elevator at the Guggenheim Museum´s last floor - following the recommended route - the visitor 

faces the spectacular view of the zenith crowning the great void (Figure 9: 1). Starting the visitation, the 

visitor realizes that he is not actually on the top floor of the building and that in order to reach the beginning 

of the exhibitions he still must ascend the ramp in his right (Figure 9: 2) that, surrounding the void will end 

up as a route with no exit, so becoming a balcony (Figure 9: 3). The situation is ambiguous. Yet it has 

legibility, it places the visitor in a precarious functionality, both for the experience of the pathway ahead that 
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will be passed twice, as for the unavoidable upward condition that goes in the opposition to what was 

previously announced as a descent route of visitation. 

 

 
Figure 9. The access to exhibitions - Guggenheim. (Source: The Authors; Google Interior View, 2015 
+ 2016) 

 
 

In a different way, at the ICF museum, the visitor, after leaving the elevator at the last floor - also following 

the recommended route of visitation - is directed through a narrow transition hall to another space, an 

elongated vestibule, from where he will visualize, at the background, the curved wall of the central space, 

partially illuminated by a beam of light coming from above. Different from the situation observed in the 

Guggenheim, where, leaving the elevator at the last floor, both the ramps and the monumental space with its 

zenith are immediately unveiled to the visitor, here the visitor faces a labyrinthine scenario, difficult to be 

read, to be explored and discovered. Following the path of light, the visitor arrives at a kind of balcony 

(Figure 10: 1, 2), from where he will have a comprehensive view of the exhibition rooms at all floors (Figure 

10: 3). 
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Figure 10. The access to exhibitions - ICF. (Source: The Authors, 2015) 

 
 

4.5. The exhibition spaces  

In its typical pathway through the Guggenheim´s exhibition spaces, the visitor will have ahead the ramp in its 

subtle descent, framed by the sequence of niches with the works of art at his left (Figure 11: 1). The void on 

the right, presents itself in the background although many visitors stop at its sill either socializing or simply 

enjoying the space and the movement of people (Figure 11: 2). The way the exhibitions are displayed varies 

on the different floors according to the type of collection on display. The visual contact with the other floors 

at the void is permanent, creating at the interior of the museum a rather unexpected materialization of public 

space that is intensified by the visualization of the sky through the great louver. 
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Figure 11. The Exhibition Spaces - Guggenheim and ICF. Source: The Authors; Google Int. View (2015 + 2016) 

 

In a different way, at ICF museum, the visitor, in its typical route of visitation, will have ahead at each floor, 

a sequence of three rooms of approximately rectangular shape, arranged in L, and connected vertically by 
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ramps and tubular walkways. These rooms, nevertheless, are not proper rooms. The absence of walls on the 

left (or at the corner, in the case of the second room) makes the space asymmetrical, and the perception of 

enclosure - inherent to the concept of room - gives way to the perception of openness coming from the large 

balcony that faces the great atrium (Figure 11: 4). These are spaces morphologically hybrid, where the 

spatial volume of the traditional rectangular room is attached to the space of the atrium as a sequence of 

balconies. As it has happened to the visitor of the Guggenheim, this spatial situation offers two possible 

pathways; either to move towards the sill, so surrendering to the attraction of the great atrium, or enjoying 

the works of art on display at the opposite walls, at the right. Most visitors are attracted by the void, staying 

there for some time appreciating the spectacular spatiality of the building (Figure 11: 3), what suggests that, 

from this point of view, the monumentality of this building as a space of collective use surpasses by far its 

function as a space for exhibitions. Same as in the Guggenheim, from this position the visitor can appreciate 

the interior of the other rooms. Yet in this case the visual integration between rooms is parallel to the 

restriction of access between these same rooms, by means of a low wall - a curious ambiguity. 

4.6. The tubular walkways  

Next in the visit to the ICF museum, in its descending pathway, the visitor goes through the tubular walkways, 

in a rather unusual spatial experience. These tubular connections are proposed mostly to be spaces of 

enjoyment, although they also connect the pavements, something that in fact can be much more easily 

accomplished by the stairs, that are more visible, beside the elevator, while the access to the tube at the last 

floor is virtually hidden – same as what happens with the main elevator at the ground floor. A subtle light 

fixture strategically positioned diagonally at the end of a side corridor works as a sign and gateway to the 

tubes (Figure 12: 1). Punctuated by skylights and small windows of different shapes that open in an erratic 

and disconnected way - sometimes to the outside, viewing the lake, sometimes to the inside, viewing the 

white concrete of the building itself, sometimes facing up the floor of the tube above - situations that embark 

the visitor in a surprising journey of spatial disconnection (Figure 12: 2). Next in the descent, the visitor will 

be again in visual contact with the monumental void and with the subsequent exhibition rooms, in a 

continuous circuit of visitation (Figure 12: 3, 4). 

The visitor realizes, during the walk, the tubular walkways as works of art in themselves; large 

installations, penetrable elements interposed in the circulation system of the building as intervals for 

deliberately breaking with a sequence of events otherwise ruled by regularity. The tubular walkways are 

added to the route as intervals that make the visitor's objective displacement - in his search for appreciation 

of the exhibitions - a displacement open to subjectivity, where those more gifted with imagination are 

allowed a break in the route, by diving in the disconnected information suggested by the communication of 

the building with the exterior, resulting in a rather unexpected route. 2 

 

                                                             
2  All images presented are done by the author. Some were taken from Google Street and Interior View 
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Figure 12. The Tubular Walkways - ICF. (Source: The Authors, 2015) 

 

5. Final notes 

The set of analyses presented above have shown that the main difference between these two buildings, 

which overlaps all similarities, is one of configurational nature, and would be in the way the exhibition areas 

and the pathways in ramp relate to each other. While in the ICF museum the ramps are autonomous 

elements, positioned separately and visually disconnected from the exhibition spaces, in the Guggenheim the 

exhibitions themselves happen along the space of the ramps. In the Guggenheim, the method of the observer 

has shown that although spatial integration around the atrium offers an aggregating and socially stimulating 

experience, the appreciation of the exhibitions along these ramps ends up impaired. On the one hand, the 

inclination of the floor makes the standing position for the appreciation of the exhibitions uncomfortable and, 

on the other hand, the lack of stability makes the visitor permanently impelled to move, to go forward, an 

attitude that is also stimulated by the usual intense flow of the public. It can be seen that the functionality of 

these ramps is naturally impaired as the visualization of the exhibitions is overshadowed by their natural 

propensity to movement. 

In a different way at the ICF museum, the analyses have shown that the appreciation of the exhibitions 

along the classic layout of connected rooms competes with the attractiveness of the views of the atrium 
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coming from the balconies. Functionality and legibility become problematic along the pathway. The 

visualization of the access to the tubular walkways was also problematic. Inside the tubular spaces, the 

visitor is transported to a situation of confinement, where the contact with the outside, as it was shown 

above, by means of disconnected openings that deliberately seek to place the visitor in a tricky journey. So it 

may be said that although these two buildings have a number of formal volumetric characteristics in common, 

they are radically distinct and even opposites in their spatial arrangements. While the Guggenheim is a 

building based upon spatial integration associated with an explicit legibility, the ICF museum is a building 

deliberately founded on ambiguity that leaves the visitor with a permanent perception of spatial 

disconnection. Comparing the two on how they both resolve their respective relationships between form and 

function, the ICF museum would be a sort of parody of the NY Guggenheim. 

Another contrasting aspect in the comparison between these two buildings refers to the way they relate to 

their immediate surroundings. While the Guggenheim is immersed in the city, so providing an enjoyable 

approach to the visitor, the ICF museum is isolated. Its site plan considers the highway in an inappropriate 

way, impairing the visitor's access and, consequently, the museum's performance as a social and cultural 

activator of its surroundings. This way, the ICF museum remains, nine years after its opening, a place almost 

imaginary for the people of Porto Alegre, something that is known but is not part of the daily life of the city. 

Even considering, in comparison with the Guggenheim, that this one would be favoured by being 

positioned in a block central in New York City, what you see in the site plan of the museum of the ICF is the 

neglect with the visitor. This becomes evident in the allocation of space, assumed as natural, for cars and 

pedestrians at the ramp to the underground parking, what eventually results in a path of approach at least 

unusual, to say the minimum, for a public building. Let us not forget that this is the only possibility of access 

to the museum for the visitor that arrives either on foot or by public transportation, coming from the city 

center. In a building so lavish on ramps and elevated walkways, it is curious that the solution for the 

pedestrian access has not used, or even taken advantage of, such resources in the approach to the building. 

Yet it cannot be said that the visitor arriving by car is favoured, since he also has to walk under the elements 

before arriving at the museum. And what to say about the pedestrian that passes by and is compulsorily 

taken to the gravel bed that works as a sidewalk bordering the highway? Would this set of unusual 

spatialities be architectural resources deliberately used to bring about disconnection, discomfort, and 

nuisance? It is hard to believe. 

In what concerns the internal progress, the analyses goes in this same line by showing that, unlike the 

Guggenheim whose legibility cannot be more explicit, the prompting of spatial disconnection seems to 

perform as an aim at the ICF museum. The analyses have also shown that this same strategy that emphasizes 

the perception of disconnection and discontinuity has been applied with harmful consequences at the 

immediate surroundings of the building, included its approaching pathway. It is not surprising that more 

recently the audience to the museum has been increasingly reduced.  

It can be said, in conclusion, that since the two buildings taken as objects of study in this work are 

paradigms of architectural imaginary, it has been regarded as natural, throughout the analyses reported 

above, the dismantling of images and truths regarded as absolute - images built unconsciously in the world of 
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architecture and based upon countless pictures, documentaries, books and magazine articles that document 

these celebrated buildings. The tool utilized in such dismantling task was the pure and easy verification of 

the concrete reality offered by these buildings in their relationship with the moving body. In this way the 

description of this spatiality by means of the so called method of the observer has provided objective 

descriptions of the different conditions experienced by the visitor in these buildings, taking into account their 

spatial performance. In this sense, in parallel with the thematic interest of the article, there has been along 

the work, on the one hand, a concern with a theoretical development involving a continuous search for 

describing as detailed as possible the constituent elements of the so called spatial performance and, on the 

other hand, a concern with a methodological development, in the search for describing as effectively as 

possible the effects of architecture upon the moving observer by means of an articulated set of descriptions 

using diagrams, images and text. Moreover, it is understood that both from a theoretical point of view as well 

as from a methodological one, the procedure given above leaves a set of open possibilities to be implemented 

in future works. 
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