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DESIGN / INSPIRATION

Seen from the lens of 
the contemporary 
museum, the Menil 

Collection is an 
anomaly. It doesn’t 
attract attention to 

itself from the street, its 
building shape is not on 
the fridge magnets of 
the gift shop (which 
remarkably, is in a 

completely different 
building), however it 

does provide a 
contemplative space 
for a collection of art 
that spans more than 

two thousand years. Its 
understated nature 

affords it a rare 
permanence in the 

experience of viewing 
art. And for that alone, 

it is an inspiration.

“The MENIL COLLECTION, 
designed by Ar. Renzo Piano in 
Houston, is a collection of art in 

itself,” Ar. Amit Khanna.

Architect ’s travel diary
CLOCKWISE 
FROM FAR LEFT 
Sunscreens of 
the Menil 
Collection; The 
impact of 
sun-screens as 
felt on the 
interior of the 
spaces;
Reflective 
surface at the 
entrance of 
Menil Drawing 
Institute.

Ar. Amit Khanna
Founder, Amit Khanna Design Associates 

MOST OF THE MUSEUMS OF the 
modern era are great architectural 
masterpieces in themselves, designed to 
draw the casual viewer in to see the 
invaluable collections of paintings and 
sculptures. Whether it be the Holocaust 
Museum by Libeskind, or the hauntingly 
beautiful Foundation Louis Vuitton by 
Gehry, the modern museum could in some 
ways be first called a tourist attraction, 
and then a place for contemplating the 
meaning of life through art.

THE ART COLLECTION of Dominique 
de Menil seems to buck this trend. The 
campus of the Menil Collection, nestled 
in a quiet residential neighbourhood of 
Houston is, arguably, a museum in itself. 

Comprising an assortment of buildings 
crisscrossed by streets and parks, it is the 
antithesis of the museum as a composite 
whole. The buildings are introverted, 
scaled down, almost residential in their 
characteristics. The materials used reflect 
the surrounding houses and the outdoor 
sculptures are positioned as pieces that 
merge with the setting.
 
PART OF THE DISTINCT character 
can be attributed to the first building of 
the collection, the main gallery designed 
by Renzo Piano. A long grey wood-sided 
tube is tethered to the ground with a 
serrated roof. On closer inspection, the 
undulations in the roof reveal themselves 
to be light funnels, shaped to soften the 

harsh Southern sun. Within, the building 
is deceptively simple in its organisation, a 
double height central lobby giving way to 
two long corridors that lead off into quiet 
rooms for contemplating the varied art on 
display.

THE SECOND AND THIRD buildings 
on the campus, the Cy Twombly Gallery 
and The Drawing Institute sit across from 
each other. Piano’s Twombly Gallery 

adheres to his original vision of an 
introverted box, that brings light in from 
above and matches the scale of the 
surrounding buildings. The Drawing 
Institute by Johnston Marklee instead 
creates two courtyards at each end of the 
building, creating a sheltered space within 
which the overhanging roof magically 
levitates. The scale is the same, but the 
architectural virtuosity is perhaps a little 
too brazen.

An exterior view of the Menil 
Drawing Institute  with a  rock 
garden in the east courtyard. 


