A Critique of Safdie’s Crystal Bridges Museum of American Art

This essay will introduce one of the world’s most expensive public art collections and explore the various experimental aspects of Moshe Safdie’s Crystal Bridges Museum of American Art where the art is exhibited. The founder of the museum will be discussed and how her previous escapades might affect the popularity of the museum. The intricacy of the architecture achieved by the Practice will also be discussed in detail with reference to some poignant examples within the project. This essay will also discuss the importance of placement and how the architecture resides in the landscape. 
Located in Bentonville, Arkansas, the Crystal Bridges Museum of American Art, as the name suggests, is a museum exhibiting an abundance of American art. The Museum gets its name from the nearby ‘Crystal’ spring and from the bridge-like buildings (Hines, 2021). The building is comprised of multiple constituent pavilion structures, separating the different functions of the complex. The two main functions of the building, a museum, and a cultural centre, contain a library, various spaces to facilitate exhibitions and education, communal spaces, and a high-quality curatorial complex. The originally forested site is split by two weirs, partially restraining the river that runs through the site. Two suspended bridge-like structures are situated above these two weirs spanning a ravine. These two bridge buildings contain galleries, as well as hospitality, dining, and reception facilities. The arrangement of the architecture creates two ponds between the varying river levels. The multipurpose public space, named The Great Hall, is surrounded on three sides by the South Pond. The surrounding and adjacent structures contain galleries, function rooms, classrooms, a library, curatorial spaces and administrative offices.
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Description automatically generated with medium confidence]A video interview conversation takes place, between Moshe Safdie of Safdie Architects who are responsible for the project and Alice Walton who is the Crystal Bridges founder, where they discuss how the project was conceived. Alice Walton describes the visitor experience as “enjoyable” and as a “delight” partially due to the sounds that the weirs create (Crystal Bridges YouTube Channel, 2014). There are also sculptural buildings either side of the river forming a four-sided courtyard in conjunction with the two aforementioned structures. In the discussion between Moshe Safdie and Alice Walton, Safdie remarks metaphorically that the “side buildings hold the mountain back” (Crystal Bridges YouTube Channel, 2014). This interpretation emphasises the dramatic experience of beholding and experiencing the architecture, and how it plays on multiple senses. The focus of this project is clearly not exclusively on the structures, but on the spaces they create, and how the architecture as a whole interacts with its surroundings. Safdie stated that the complex has been split into several buildings so that the user is always connected with the surrounding nature. Safdie felt that putting “all functions into one building [was] not the way to [approach the brief]” (Crystal Bridges YouTube Channel, 2014).
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Description automatically generated]The scheme was conceived and developed from an “important and timely” visit to what is referred to in the interview as “Louisiana”. From a brief description from Safdie, it can be inferred that he is referring to the Louisiana Museum of Modern Art in Humlebaek, Denmark. It is evident that the Louisiana Museum has significantly influenced Safdie’s design concept for Crystal Bridges. Above, is a view from a gallery in the Louisiana museum of modern art from where much inspiration was taken for Crystal Bridges. Safdie describes some elements in the Louisiana museum as ‘unorthodox’ which he has clearly emulated in the architecture and design of the Crystal Bridges Museum. Many similarities can be drawn from both buildings. Some integral parts of the Crystal Bridges museum resemble many of the main ‘unorthodox’ elements from the Louisiana museum, including large glass fronted galleries with a framed view of trees (depicted above), and using skylights to create alluring and captivating spaces.  
The building is set in a 120-acre plot of thick forested land, situated in the trough of what the architect’s website refers to as a ‘ravine’ which, from observation, is clearly a dramatic word for what is merely a river. Yet this has created the opportunity for much experimentation within the architecture on the site. The architectural response to the changing scenery is, in many ways, highly successful. The building is very much integrated into the site and works well with the natural surroundings rather than against it. 
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Description automatically generated with medium confidence]The founder and curator of the Crystal Bridges Museum, Alice Walton, of the relatively famous Walton family, was brought up in Bentonville, Arkansas. Walton happens to be the second richest woman in the world to her sister-in-law. Sam Walton, her father, is the founder of America’s Walmart (O’Connor, 2013). Less than a month before Crystal Bridges was opened, Walton was arrested after she was caught speeding on a DWI (driving while intoxicated) charge and also after refusing a breathalyser test and spent the night in a cell as a result. All charges were later dropped. This incident is one of a few involving a vehicle, including the instant death of a 50-year-old mother of two, when Walton crashed into her in the Porsche she was driving. All charges were also dropped (Harten, 2011). This information, being in the public domain, could potentially have a sufficient detrimental effect on the popularity of the museum. According to Walton herself, following the initial excitement of the opening of the newly constructed museum, they have been struggling with popularity. Shortly before the completion of the museum, when it was due to officially open, Bentonville received the ‘Arkansas Shine Award’. Issued by the KAB commission (Keep Arkansas Beautiful Commission), it was awarded for outstanding environmental and community improvement efforts. The Shine Award report also states that large communal infrastructures like public bike trails and nearby parks have been expanded in anticipation of the opening of the Crystal Bridges Museum. The report quotes from a ‘shine award’ official; “The opening of the Crystal Bridges Museum of American Art will establish Bentonville as an important Arkansas tourist destination and makes community appearance a top priority”. Crystal Bridges clearly played a major role in the success of this award (McCaslin, 2011). Walton is a keen art collector, which presumably instigated the Crystal Bridges Museum project. The museum currently displays upwards of $500 million worth of artworks. Most of which are by lesser-known artists. 
In 2013, The crystal bridges museum were offered the purchase of the Frank Lloyd Wright-designed Bachmann-Wilson House. Abraham and Gloria Wilson originally commissioned Wright to build their home of the on the bank of the Millstone River in Somerset County, New Jersey in 1956. In 1988 architect and designer pair Lawrence and Sharon Tarantino purchased the home and took on the restoration project that was a necessity due to frequent flooding given its riverside location (Crystal Bridges Museum of American Art, 2021). Crystal Bridges bought the building and paid for the transportation of Wrights ‘Usonian’ home to be a part of the exhibition 1200 miles from where it was first constructed. Usonian is a word derived by Wright, from the abbreviation of ‘United States of North America’. Wright developed this style of architecture to reach the typical Middle-Class Americans’ modest income (Montes and McGrath, 2017).
Moshe Safdie states, in an interview, that the typical or common approach, putting all of the required functions into one building or structure, “is not the way to go about it” (Crystal Bridges YouTube Channel, 2014). Safdie has approached the project in a more artistic way, akin to the artistic function of the building. The complex is comprised of multiple pavilion-like structures with the intention of connecting the user to nature, and bringing the outside in. The structure is adroitly designed to modestly nestle itself into the landscape. The finish materials have been carefully selected with the intention that they will weather over time, to appear more natural, and to blend in with the natural surroundings. The Majority of the various roofs of the different structures in the complex are finished with copper that will “hopefully”, according to Safdie, slowly develop a natural green “patina”, he remarks that the intention with the finished aesthetic is for the architecture to appear as though it has been erected for significantly longer than it actually has.
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Description automatically generated with low confidence]The entirety of the project is laden with cleverly thought-out architectural details that the general public may not appreciate. The image to the left depicts the vast expanse of skylights with the alternating wood finish in between. To one side of each wooden section, following the contour of the inside of the roof, are cross laminated timber ribs that are perpendicular to the roof. Adjacent to, and in the shadow of the ribs, are cleverly placed lights. The space is illuminated with the reflection from the roof sections that the subtly positioned lights provide. The light created by the orifices in the structure, and the artificial lights, work in harmony, together, creating a pleasant and congruous space. These lights are not a necessity, but create a certain atmosphere and ambiance that Safde manages to continue throughout the complex. The lack of obtrusive elements within some parts of the buildings create vast open and uninterrupted spaces (Davis, 2011). 
Walton reminisces about overcoming problems that were had due to the large expanse of concrete that formed the main structure of most of the buildings. Walton states in an interview that she wanted the concrete to be completed in such a way that was “simple and clean” (Crystal Bridges YouTube Channel, 2014). Safdie devised a solution that fixed some more underlying issues as well. The concrete facades were clad with horizontal wooden ‘banding’. This cladding not only covered the concrete but achieved a certain aesthetic that works very well with the other wooden segments of the project. The horizontal aspect helps create an exaggerated longitudinal grandeur and provokes interest and intrigue into these otherwise featureless sections of the complex. The cladding was also crafted and assembled in such a way that allowed the joints between the different concrete castings to be covered and concealed to achieve the desired ‘simple and clean’ aesthetic that Walton felt was important. Walton also remarks that the cladding saved money as well. 
Safdie discusses the decision and reasoning and meaning behind the strategic positioning of the structure on the site. The 120-acre plot was originally an abundance of thick forest with a small rocky river running through the middle of the site. The initial idea was to put the structure at the highest point on the site to facilitate the best view of the landscape from the building. Safde remarked that it was “obvious” to have a museum on top of the hill as “it looks down into the ravine” and because of the “nice view” (Crystal Bridges YouTube Channel, 2014). Following this, Walton expressed concern over the deforestation of the “wonderful pine trees” on the site, and after some deliberation and consideration, Safdie decided to place the museum centrally on the site, with some elements straddling the river, spanning what is called the ravine. 
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Description automatically generated with medium confidence]Safdie also took some inspiration from Walton’s family house. In the grounds of her family home, there is a pond created by a damming a river, holding back a body of water, akin to the pond that is now at Crystal Bridges. Safdie wanted to recreate this element on the Crystal Bridges site and incorporate this poignant element into the architecture of the museum. He also thought that the site would take well to this idea. Safdie also partially took precedent for the materiality of Crystal Bridges from Walton’s primarily wooden family home. Safdie also felt it would be fitting to use the main material that naturally existed on the site already. This is where the idea of using wood stemmed from. This, again, emphasises Safdie’s desire for the complex to blend in with its surroundings. The two suspended-cable-and-timber “bridges” span the ravine, above the dams that create the two ponds. The main constituent materials are concrete, timber, and ﬁeldstone, which are all sourced from within close proximity of the site in Bentonville. The floor plan is slightly incoherent in places. Above is a picture of a public floorplan-map from an information leaflet. The different buildings are clearly separated in the plan and the access between each structure is slightly disjointed. This could be a result of a compromise in favour of the exterior form and aesthetic (Crystal Bridges Museum of American Art, 2021). 
Inside the museum, it is clear that every aspect is informed heavily by its surroundings, one of the main influences being the large body of water that has been created by the two dams. The buildings are intentionally built around the ponds to mimic the old mill towns of Arkansas. The structures have been carefully positioned to work coherently together with themselves as well as the surroundings. 
However small or insignificant, it is clear that every aspect of the project has been carefully and intricately conceived. This is evident in the impressive reflection that has been created by the coherence of the pond and the buildings’ ‘clean’ look. The construction method of the bridge structures also presents deeply considered design. Dams over which the bridge structures are placed, do not provide the main structural support for the ‘bridges’. The bridges are tensile structures, relying on large concrete buttresses on either side of the river and structural cable spanning between them. These cables outline the roof and dictate the organic form of the roof. This tensile structure technique allows for interventions, that would otherwise be structurally challenging. The use of a tensile construction in the instance of the Crystal Bridges museum allows for large glass facades to traverse the length of both sides of each bridge structure providing majestic views across the ponds and allowing an abundance of light into the spaces.   
It is clear, from looking at the many other projects by the Safdie Architects practice, that in some cases Moshe Safdie is keen on his architecture not standing out. Some projects, including the Crystal Bridges Museum, are quite different and perhaps in some cases, modernist. Safdie miraculously manages to, with the clever use of colour, materials and finishes, unite very stark and bold structures with contrasting scenery, seamlessly. The Crystal Bridges Museum Project is a prime example, where the juxtaposition between the brutalist concrete structures, the organic forms, and the natural setting, are all intricately designed to perform together in a perfect equilibrium. 
To conclude, the Crystal Bridges has clearly had a substantial impact on the immediate surroundings and community in Arkansas. After the success of the ‘shine award’, Bentonville has been ‘put on the map’. It has been made clear that Safdies approach to architecture is largely based on the history of the area on which he is designing, particularly with Crystal Bridges. Safdie, evidently, seems to be able to effortlessly create pleasant and congruous spaces that work seamlessly well with its setting.
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