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Figure 1, Groninger Museum from Exterior  (Blauhm, 2017)


INTRODUCTION
The Groninger Museum, located in the Northern Dutch city of Groningen in the Netherlands, is a striking example of post-modernist architecture. In 1994, the Groninger Museum was designed by a team of four leading architects: Philippe Starck, Alessandro Mendini, Michele de Lucchi, and Coop Himmeiblau, with Alessandro being the chief architect (Shown in figures 2-5). The museum is divided into three main pavilions, each designed by one of the architects, resulting in a distinctive and eclectic ensemble of buildings. The building’s playful and eclectic design incorporates elements of Art Nouveau, Art Deco, and other historical styles, as well as a variety of unexpected forms, textures, and colours. The use of arches, columns, and domes to its incorporation of industrial and organic forms embodies a post-modernist aesthetic that can be described as both irreverent and reverential, especially within the textures that have been adopted. 

[image: ][image: Philippe Starck’s Latest Eyewear Collection Is More Futuristic Than Ever][image: Alessandro Mendini - Memphis Milano]Figure 4, Michelle De Lucchi (Varese, 2018)
Figure 2, Philippe Starck (Starckeyes, 2015)
Figure 3, Alessandro Mendini (Micano, 2019)
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It houses a multifaceted collection of artworks ranging from the stone age to the present day. The museum’s permanent collection includes more than 100,000 pieces as well as several rotating exhibitions throughout the year. Its contemporary art collection is one of the most significant in the Netherlands, with a focus on international art ranging from the 1960s to the present day.
The building’s use of symbolism, metaphor, and historical references has made it an inspirational and beloved icon of Dutch architecture. However, its design is not without critics. It has garnered both praise and criticism over the years, with some hailing it as a triumph of architectural experimentation and others decrying it as a frivolous and self-indulgent gesture. In this essay, I will explore the key features, and influences along with a brief history of the Groninger Museum, highlighting its post-modernistic approach and analysing its strengths and weaknesses as an architectural and cultural landmark.

BRIEF HISTORY 
The city of Groningen has a rich cultural history, dating back to its founding in the 10th century as a trade and commerce center, and continued to expand within its education and religion sectors coming into the Middle Ages. In the 17th century, Groningen became a prominent center of Dutch art and culture, with many notable artists, writers, and thinkers living and working within the area. 
The original museum was founded in 1874 and originally contained Dutch natural history and archaeology. The first incarnation of the museum was a small building located in the city center which opened in 1934 and was later expanded to accommodate contemporary art, decorative arts, and design during the 1970s. This building was originally home to a private mansion that belong to a wealthy businessman named Frans Jozef van der Veen. Due to this expansion of artwork, plans were made to construct an entirely new building and in the 1990s an international competition was held to appoint an architect for the task. 
In 2010, the museum was closed for a few months for a process of revitalization. Both the interior and exterior of the building were redesigned resulting in the building regaining the luster of its original state in 1994. 

DESIGN AND ARCHITECTURE

A defining feature of the Groninger Museum is the striking contrast between the four main architects’ ideas. 

[image: Groninger Museum in Groningen]Figure 6, Layout of Museum (JTravel, 2016)


The main building/ Alessandro Mendini pavilion
The main building of the museum is a three-story structure with a total floor area of around 10,000 square meters. This building contains a central atrium that runs the full height of the structure, providing natural light to the galleries and creating a sense of openness and connection between floors. The galleries themselves vary in size and shape with some featuring large windows that provide views of the surrounding city. Each gallery is arranged to create a sense of surprise and discovery. This design features a mix of architectural styles and elements, with a covering of bright yellow bricks and decorated ceramic tiles with various colours and patterns, providing a whimsical and exuberant experience. Most of the interior space features curved walls, colourful floors, and dramatic lighting adding to the sense of surprise as you enter this vibrant and lively spaces. This part of the museum was designed by Mendini and is obviously the most eye-catching design in this scheme. 





[image: Groninger Museum, Groningen | MONTECRISTO]Figure 7, Front Entrance of Museum (Garage, 2014)



Upon arrival to the museum, you can see inspiration from historical styles of architecture, with the entrance being flanked by two towers that are reminiscent of medieval architecture. Once inside the building, it is clear the central staircase is inspired by the work of Italian Baroque architect, Francesco Borromini. Incorporating these historical styles adds a sense of gravitas and sophistication, while the colours and material provide fun and excitement (see figures 8-9).
 
[image: Image result for francesco borromini staircase][image: Stylish stairs at Groninger Museum | Stairs design modern, Beautiful ...]Figure 8, Francesco Borromini Staircase (Borgogno, 2105)
Figure 9, Alessandro Mendini Staircase (Barnard, 2017)




The Museum Gardens
Designed by Dutch landscape architects Piet Oudolf, the gardens are a peaceful and tranquil space that provides a nice contrast to the colourful and bold main building. Covering 2,000 square meters, the garden features a variety of plants and trees, a centralised pond as well as sculptures by artists such as Karel Appel and Joan Miro. The design of the garden is intended to create a sense of harmony and balance between nature and art with the sculptures serving as focal points within the landscape. The placement of these features has been done in such ways that it shields the site from imposing winds and in doing so provides a place of contemplation and reflection, creating the perfect spot for visitors to relax and unwind. The planting were all chosen for their texture, colours, and ecological values, and throughout the year and change of season, each react with each other keeping the gardens whole, rather then being disjointed.
In addition, as the site is built upon the Verbindingskanaal canal, it reflects these colourful exteriors which can be seen in several areas around the garden space. This along with harmonious water features, such as fountains (see figure 10), and streams; were all elements designed to create a sense of movement and sound, enhancing the sensory experience. 

[image: Groninger Museum (Groningen) - Aktuelle 2020 - Lohnt es sich? (Mit fotos)]Figure10, Gardens View from Inside Museum (Marielle W, 2020)








The Coop Himmelblau Pavillion
This pavilion is the most futuristic and striking out of all the architecture on site, with a strong contrast between the more traditional architecture in the main building. The pavilion utilizes a series of geometric forms that gives it a dynamic and kinetic appearance, also strongly reinforced with the use of steel and glass(see figure 11). Volumes of cantilevers are placed to create tension and dramatize their irregularity. This further reflects the same energy in the exhibition space and influences the art that is displayed within. This structure also accommodates a rooftop terrace that offers panoramic views of the city, and a series of windows that overlook the museum’s gardens. Inside features a large sweeping staircase that leads up to the mezzanine level and is said it seems to defy gravity further adding this drama and excitement within (Architizer, 2023).

[image: Groninger Museum | Architecture, Contemporary building, Amazing ...]Figure11, East Pavilion/ Coop pavilion (Architizer, 2023)





The De Ploeg Pavilion
The De Ploeg pavilion, designed by Philippe Starck, is the smaller of all pavilions, and housed artworks by the De Ploeg artist collective. Located within the museum gardens, and sat upon the De Lucchi pavilion it is very minimalistic and uses a more traditional approach in its design. Its ‘round shape represents a dish on a potters wheel, cracks on the floor and wall reflect the craquelure in earthenware on an enlarged scale’ (Groninger museum.nl) The materials consisted of a seamless grey-clad appearance and replicating a singular monolithic structure. The colour grey was used as it ‘refers to clay, of which pottery is made’( Groninger museum.nl). Polished concrete and white walls make the interior look very unadorned, however, creates a ‘labyrinth-like space, creating the atmosphere of a voyage of discovery’ (Groninger museum.nl). Large glass doors provide a direct link to the exterior spaces through a visual connection. Unusually, this simple design contrasts his other works which are far more textured and characterized, but in doing so, it allows the artwork within to take center stage while also creating a tranquil space suiting its location on-site. A large skylight dome allows natural light to enter the center space, illuminating the artwork on show. Embroidered into this glass shows ‘trading routes of the Dutch East Indian Company (VOC) from the Netherlands to Batavia and the far east’ (Blauhm, 2017).

The De Lucchi Pavilion:
Located in the museum’s gardens, this building was designed by guest architect Michele de Lucchi, for the purpose ‘to house archaeology and history as a bastion made of brick’ (gm.nl). Its location once belonged to fortifications along the canal, which was extraordinarily important to the 17th-century history of this Dutch city. A permanent collection of paintings and silver is housed today and has a large section dedicated to the artist, De Ploeg, along with affiliated Northern European Expressionists (Blauhm, 2017).

[image: Groninger Museum verwerft Ploeg-schilderij – Wel.nl]Figure 12, De Ploeg and Lucchi pavilion (ANP, 2017)




CONSTRUCTION AND SUSTAINABILITY METHODS:

The main building of the museum houses the entrance and administrative offices and was built using a combination of steel and concrete. To accommodate the tall, narrow atrium and curved walls, steel reinforced concrete was cast off-site, then assembled on-site like a large jigsaw puzzle. This method allowed for precision and reduced the amount of waste generated through the construction phase. The hybrid of steel continued to the roof structure, creating a lightweight steel frame that would later be covered in concrete. 
Coop Himmelblaus pavilion consisted of a steel structure, with an aluminum reflective façade. Much like the main building, this method involved the prefabrication of steel in large sections offsite to then be bought onsite and bolted together creating a skeletal-like structure. Aluminum cladding then followed and was bolted straight onto the frame. During the time these methods were innovative and experimental, which is now widely used in the modern norm due to its success. 
The DePloeg pavilion was constructed using more traditional masonry methods. Brick, clad, wood, and concrete were all materials used within. Standardized brick walls with lightweight timber beams are the main structural elements of the building. Patterned ceramic tiles, surround the building, along with the large, curved window, specially made to fit the contours of the entrance (Architizer, 2023).
Lucchi’s pavilion used a combination of traditional and modern construction methods and materials. Laminated wood beams held the structure together with a frame, which was pre-fabricated offsite. Glass and wood panels that were custom-made were introduced to fit its curved form. These panels were made from multiple layers of tempered glass, which was fused together to provide a mosaic effect, and the wooden panels were joined with tongue and groove giving it more structural integrity and allowing for the curve to form (Archictuul, 2018).

As for sustainability, the museum has made several efforts to improve its sustainability and reduce its environmental impact. Through the use of geothermal energy for heating and cooling, the use of fossil fuels is significantly decreased, along with its carbon footprint. This system, installed underground, uses the stable temperature of the earth to regulate the internal temperature. 
In addition to the geothermal system, the museum has also implemented energy-efficient lighting for the art spaces but throughout the rest of the building natural lighting is a large influence on the design and placement of windows. There is an HVAC system installed however through manual controls natural ventilation is heavily relied upon to prevent the use of these systems. Rainwater harvesting is also used in lavatories and gardening to reduce water consumption. 
The materials used in the construction of the pavilions have also been thought through to reflect a commitment to sustainability. Recycled, and reclaimed materials were used in the brickwork, aluminum cladding, both being sourced locally to reduce transportation emissions (Blankenbehler, 2015).

As the Groninger museum was constructed in the 1990s, the use of Computer-Aided-Design software was not as widespread as it is today, therefore it took on more traditional methods. In order to create complex geometries and intricate details there was assistance from AI, but pencil and paper hold the majority of creation along with many models. 
Due to the location of the museum, it was presented with numerous challenges. The site was relatively small and confined, and required careful planning and coordination to ensure it would not affect the busy, historic city center. These were as follows: A temporary construction site was set up adjacent to the site to house the construction equipment and materials, thereby reducing the amount of space required on the actual site; Construction was scheduled to take place during the quieter hours of the day to minimize disruption to local residents or businesses; Systems of noise and vibration monitoring was used to ensure the construction did not exceed permissible levels or damage nearby buildings; and Upon designing the building, the architects worked very closely with the cities officials to ensure the design was compatible with its surrounding urban fabrics. Building height, materials, and colour scheme were a few examples that were taken into consideration. (Blankenbehler, 2015).


RECEPTION AND CRITICISM 
While the Groninger Museum has won numerous awards for its innovative and striking design, a few of these being: The 1995 Dutch Building of the Year Award, the 1997 International Design Award from the American Institute of Architecture (AIA), and the 2001 European Museum of the Year Award, it has also faced criticism from other architects and critics (Blauhm, 2017).
Articles such as ‘architizer’, and ‘architectonic’ briefly cover parts of the museum, with a major focus on the Coop Himmelblau pavilion due to its innovative construction methodology and strict unique form. These articles all praise this structure for being unique and experimental (Architizer, 2023).
With visitors from all over the world averaging at 200,000 (Blauhm, 2017), this fascinating structure is only intended to grow in popularity as more and more people are made aware of its presents.


CONCLUSION

In conclusion, The Groninger Museum is a fascinating and unique example of post-modernist architecture. While critics have praised this outlandish design to be a playful, exciting approach to its function, it is obvious that it lacks coherence and functionalism. With a broader reflection on the museum’s choice of texture and form, it is also obvious that it has abolished its goals of making this space dynamic and engaging for exploration while keeping the audience intrigued. 
Its challenge of conventional notions as to what a museum should be, further pushes the boundaries, establishing that practice should not be perpetually maintained simply because they have done in the past. In doing so, this structure remains an important cultural institution with an objective to inspire and provoke. 
As new exhibitions and collections are added this disjointed structure will require more space, allowing more architects to collaborate further enhancing what this structure was intended for. 
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