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Theory Statement 

Architecture can act as a vehicle to integrate and 
harmonize the cultural identity of a region with the new 
opportunities of the global information society. 

Theory Basis 

The intention of this theory is to integrate and overlay 
with the values, beliefs, and thoughts of a distinctive society 
into a new global information culture. This information society 
embodies not only the integration of marketing and economical 
systems, but also global environmental concerns, worldwide 
human affairs, and global distribution of knowledge at all levels 
of society. Individuals participate together to share 
common ideas and technologies to create a society that aims 
to respond to its environment culturally, psychologically, and 
ecologically rather than to dominate it. This new direction 
aims towards an architecture that accepts, and understands 
our regional thoughts, roots, and global changes; which will 
help to create a more livable society. Furthermore, it searches 
for the use of new technologies and the application of the 
vernacular knowledge of the region, creating with this a new 
route for architectural design. 

Context and Facility 

The project takes place in the urban context of Panama 
City, Panama. The project intends to integrate the new 
Modem Art Museum with the urban context in order to create a 
cultural landmark for the city. The goal of this project is to 
develop a design that is sensitive to the uniqueness and 
integrity of the region. But, at the same time, it relates to the 
greater information processes that are occurring today. The 
design aims to preserve the regional characteristics of the site, 
to interpret the regional architectural styles, as well as to be 
symbolic of the culture of the region. The future museum is 
located halfway along the Bay of Panama. It will be the link 
between the Colonial part of the city to the southwest, and the 
Modern part of the city to the northeast. 

The objective of the facility is to provide a place in 
which modern art can be expressed. This art does not fall 
under a dominant school or artistic current, but under a mix of 
possibilities, both regional and global. The New Modem Art 
Museum for Panama City primarily focuses on the display of 
visual work. Other forms of art will also be included, such as 
music and theatrical performances, as supporting elements to 
the visual media. The museum will exhibit contemporary art 
from local and international artists. Furthermore, the facility will 
promote the use of innovative techniques and mediums for the 
exploration of new forms of visual arts. 
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Theory 

Culture is the "whole way of life, material, intel/ectual, 
and spiritual, of a given society" (Encyclopedia of Philosophy 
273). Originating from the term 'cultivation', it refers to the 
idea that humans and societies have evolved, or grown 
through experience and knowledge. Culture, therefore, 
involves the whole behavior of a society . It is more than the 
collection of values and ideas of a particular group. Culture is 
a 'system' of interrelated values, ideas, and activities. To 
understand culture, it is not necessary to study every 
component of the system, but those that most influence the 
shaping of a society. However, each part must be analyzed in 
relation to the whole context. For example, values are one of 
the fundamental organizing components of the culture of this 
system. The · ethnic characteristics and backgrounds of the 
people are also important when studying the components of 
this system. The folklore and traditions, borne from these 
values and backgrounds, are the expressions of the culture of 
the society. These expressions are the identity of each 
society. Because such identity is the basic component that 
makes a society unique and diverse from other cultures, then 
these expressions should also be taken into consideration 
when evaluating the components of culture. Other aspects 
that can also help to understand the cultures are the linguistic 
characteristics, growth patterns, sociopolitical structures, and 
the regional architectural styles. 
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The regional characteristics of a particular society also 
affect and influence its culture. Cultures respond to their 
regional context in terms of natural surroundings, available 
resources, and terrain. To understand the culture of a society , 
we must also understand the regional context in which it is 
located. The importance of architecture as an expression of 
culture will be further studied in the context section. 

A cultural system is not static. Instead, it is a dynamic 
organism, subject to the influence of exterior factors . 
Jawahariai Nehru explains that "no people or races remain 
unchanged. Continually they are mixing with others and 
slowly changing; they may appear to die almost and then rise 
again as new people or just a variation of the old" (qtd. in 
Daniel 1). This idea is also applied to cultures, since these 
are borne as the consequence of human conviviality. Values 
and ideas are in constant change. The continual, reciprocal 
interaction with other cultural systems maintains this constant 
state of alteration. In response to these constant changes , 
cultures develop the capacity to adapt themselves in order to 
flourish . 

These outside influences are more visible today than 
ever. The era of the Industrial society is gone, and the world is 
moving to a new era. The global Information society era has 
left behind the mass production of goods, and is moving to the 
mass production of information. The impact of the changes 
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the world is facing today is equally profound compared to the 
impact caused by the shift from the agrarian society to the 
industrial society. "The only difference is that the changes 
from the agrarian society to the industrial society took place 
within 100 years, and the changes from the industrial society 
to the information society era took only two decades" (Naisbitt 
18). 

The most outstanding characteristic of this era is the 
way that people handle information. Because of the advanced 
communication technologies, this information is being 
processed and transferred extremely fast to any location on 
earth. But, the impact of such information goes beyond the 
speed that it travels. This information era will revolutionize all 
levels of society. It will affect diverse areas, ranging from the 
structure of governments, economic and market theories, and 
educational systems, to social services, interaction among 
individuals, interaction with nature, and the cultural and artistic 
dimensions. Many of these events are happening today. The 
integration of economic and financial markets to global 
economic entities is helping third world countries to help each 
other economically, by allowing them to participate with the 
world powers at a global level. Educationally speaking, it 
provides life-long learning and new possibilities for long
distance teaching. Furthermore, people with common ideas, 
values, or backgrounds are able to contact each other from 
distant places in order to share their thoughts. 

Advanced communication services offer new 
possibilities for the production and distribution of different 
forms of cultural expressions. By placing cultural 
activities such as art appreciation, music, and plays on
line. it will allow more people to enjoy these thereby 
increasing the cultural and linguistic diversity of 
audiences. 

Multi-media is also changing the idea of artistic 
expressions. For example, digital technology applied to 
visual arts (known as High-tech art) involves the use of 
computer technologies, electronics, and optics with 
artistic expressions. Likewise, the creation of virtual 
galleries allows individuals to visit museums so that they 
might enjoy innovative media art exhibitions as well as 
the classics from all over the world, never having to leave 
home. 

These changes are not intended to destroy our 
rools and values, creating a mono cultural society. 
Rather, it is to enhance the characteristics of each 
individual and their ideas to create a richer environment. 
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Potentia' Design Responses 

The facility should be created under the cultural 
and social contexts for the citizens of Panama. The 
design should address the necessities and values of the 
Panamanian culture. The most influential architectural 
movement of the twentieth century under Modernism, is that of 
functionalism. "It would never had such an overwhelming 
impact if it had not offered fast and economical construction 
and it had not become beneficial to the technology of the high
rise" (Trancik 21). Functionalism, as well as the International 
Style, suggested that 'buildings should fit in any context.' "In 
the triumph of Modemism, regionalism and environmental 
identity were ignored" (Ibid). Architects reduced the contextual 
conditions to formal, abstract considerations. Panama was not 
exempt from these theories. In the name of progress, the 
development of the city and its architecture blindly followed the 
modernist abstractions. The benefits of both movements were 
suitable for the periodic economic conditions of the society. 
High-rise buildings with no ornament or response to the 
context were built as a result of these movements. As a 
consequence, the city transformed the collective spaces into 
private symbols. It became the exhibition place of 
individualism through the sacrifice and alienation of the public 
domain. By neglecting the historic past, height ordinances, 
and common urban space, the Modern Panama turned into a 
broken environment where the connection of architecture and 
people was lost. In search of this connection between 

the people and the urban environment, new attitudes 
worldwide reacted towards the modernist movement. 

In Latin America, the architecture of Luis Barragan 
was the first one to break with the tendency to follow the 
international architectural trends. In order to search for a 
more personal architecture that had a closer relationship 
with the culture and traditions of Mexico, Barragan 
interpreted the styles, proportions, and materials of Mexico's 
regional architecture, such as the hacienda, to create a 
social architecture conceived for the characteristics and 
possibilities of a specific region and culture. 

In order to develop an architecture that addresses 
the cultural and regional context to provide a better place in 
which the people belong to the city once again we must look 
back to the historical examples of "the traditional cities of 
Europe and Asia offer numerous places that work 
wonderfully well. Therefore, we should not be afraid or 
ashamed of borrowing the principles they were based on" 
(60). 
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Potentia. Design Responses 

The design must integrate with the global 
information society ideals and goals, in order to relate to 
the world changes that we are facing today. In order to 
move forward into the 21 st century, a crucial moment in 
Panamanian history, we must understand the magnitude of the 
new events that will affect the lives of Panamanian people. On 
December 31st 1999, the Panama Canal will turn to the hands 
of Panamanians. The United States will no longer be in 
charge of its functions. The transition of the canal to Panama 
started gradually twenty years ago. Since then, the country 
has been preparing itself for the administration of such 
important task. But the canal should not be the only thing 
Panama is prepared for. The new changes of the twenty-first 
century will affect every level of our lives. Architecture is not 
an exception to these changes. Such Changes will go further 
than simply applying conservation techniques to the design. 
The 21 st century architecture aims to express reverence to the 
natural context, as well as the respect of the users of its 
buildings. Sir Richard Rogers considers that "the best 
buildings of the future will interact dynamically with the 
climate in order to meet the user's needs and make 
optimum use of energy. More like robots than temples, they 
will become ' mobile systems responsive and changing to 
the necessities of its users" (Dubost 1996). Furthermore, 
the new buildings must allow interaction with its 
users. They must serve as educational tools 

for the improvement of the society . The integration of 
interactive elements such as multi-media spaces and activities 
will allow the public to participate in the information society 
processes of today. 
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Built Context 

Overview I 

Historically, the built context of Panama has been 
influenced greatly by foreign tendencies. It absorbed 
external elements and modified them to adopt them as 
part of the built environment. Some of these adaptations 
have been successful, but others have not. The tendency 
to build the urban context of Panama City as a replica of 
the great urban metropoli of the world has brought to it the 
same problems these urban cities are facing today. An 
urban architecture, primarily designed for the automobile 
society, has created problems such as city center 
abandonment and the segregation of activities (as in 
suburban America). 

Most of the architecture in Latin America, including 
Panama, has followed the international trends in 
architecture during this century. Other than the vernacular 
responses to the region seen in local dwellings, most of 
the larger projects tend to follow foreign styles that do not 
apply to the context of the place. Moreover, there are not 
enough buildings that express local or regional traditions . 

8 



Program for a Modern Art Museum 
Panama City, Panama 

Issue: Rebirth of Urban Vitality 

Panama City has lost its old pattern. The 
constant invasion of lost space, the lack of public 
spaces or plazas, the invasion of the automobile, 
and the tendency to design buildings that do not 
respond to the necessities of the people and their 
culture have deteriorated the city as a living 
organism. There are only a few areas in the city 
such as the Colonial Panama (known as the Casco 
Viejo) that still maintain this urban environment 
today. This community exudes that old town 
attractiveness. Local stores and public markets, 
mixed-use neighborhoods, plazas, and pedestrian
friendly streets characterize the area. On the other 
hand, the Modern Panama, conSisting of tall 
buildings characterized by their excessive use of 
energy, wastes space, causes traffic congestion, and 
has no connection to the streets. It has indifferently 
turned its architecture against the historic context of 
the city. 
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Potentia' Design Responses 

The design must integrate the facility and its site to 
the urban life and activities of the city, in order to develop a 
more intimate interaction with the building and the daily user. 
The creation of open spaces, pedestrian paths, and outdoor 
activities that link the building with the street will increase the 
intercommunication of the facility with the city. Different 
access points to the site are important to promote such 
communication. Likewise, the entrances of the building, as well 
as the open spaces, should provoke a strong sense of invitation 
to the visitors and pedestrians passing by. According to Roger 
Trancik, buildings should not be indifferent to the dimensional 
proportions of the street spaces. The street must also be 
addressed. "The street should be a spatial entity rather than 
what is left over after the buildings are built" (77). The 
incorporation of openings to the facades, such as colonnades 
and portales, must express the importance of the street as an 
urban element. Similarly, the facades must relate to the 
proportion of the street. Strada Nuova, in Genoa, Italy, is a 
good example of the harmonious street-space relationship, 
because the building's facades correspond to the street and the 
individual buildings as a whole. Additionally, art exhibits and 
activities that can take place outdoors should occur throughout 
exterior spaces in order to promote a more dynamic 
environment, more characteristic of the city and its culture. 
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Issue: Awareness of the Built Context 

Panama City is rich in architectural styles. The 
influence of different cultures and architectural tendencies has 
shaped the city into a multi-style architectural expression. The 
Colonial architecture follows the Spanish traditions in its 
churches, forts , and plazas. The Republican architecture 
emulates the neoclassical styles, mostly seen on civic 
buildings. The Canal architecture observes the American 
functionality, particularly seen in the Canal Zone. The more 
modernist buildings imitate styles ranging from Le Corbusier 
and Mies Van der Rohe's International Style to Luis Barragan's 
architecture, as well as any other famous architect at a 
particular period. It is during this period when architects 
became more indifferent towards the needs of the city. This 
desperate need to imitate the international trends led to the 
design of buildings inappropriate to of their contexts . As a 
result, New York style high-rises populate the city. 

Along with these genres, there is also the traditional , 
vernacular architecture. These are the buildings that truly 
express the needs of the locals, and have no influences 
other than cultural , and climatic characteristics of the 
region . Their design, with tile roofs, large overhangs, 
arcades and balconies, is a direct response to the 
tropical climate of the region . Their ornamentation, 
such as wrought-iron works, cornices, entablatures, 
and arches seen on doors, openings, and balconies, 
is a direct response of the rich expressions of the 

culture. This vernacular style is mostly seen in the more 
private, smaller buildings. 
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Potentia' Design Responses 

The facility must interrelate with the built context of 
the city. The designer aims not to duplicate, but to interpret 
the architectural elements of the different styles and traditions 
that form the fabric of the city. Modernists denied the 
importance of historical genre. The movement, in search of 
originality, ignored the context and the historical references 
insignificant to the ideology of its theories. However, the 
significance of obseNing the past is essential to creating 
buildings that are more sensitive to their context. "But not all 
buildings need or should fit harmoniously with their neighbors. 
The key is to insert 'links' between the past and the present" 
(Brolin 47) and for that matter: the future. The design should 
relate to the built context of Panama City by studying the 
proportions, the styles, and the materials to produce a 
connection from the existing to the new. Furthermore, the idea 
is not to interpret every architectural approach within the city, 
but those that best represent the culture of the society. A 
useful comparison is seen in how Carlo Scarpa approaches a 
built context. He combines existing architectural styles with 
new materials and geometries to create a harmonious 
juxtaposition between the old and the new. The Castelvecchio 
Museum in Verona, Italy, shows the dialogue between 
different materials from different historical eras. Furthermore, 
Scarpa does not try to blend his ideas with the old ; instead, he 
makes contrasting changes and links in his buildings to 
express the changes in time. 

Castelvecchio Museum, Verona, Italy 
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Natura. Context 

Overview 

Panama City stretches about 10 miles along the 
coast of the Pacific Ocean. The city, surrounded by the 
tropical rainforest around the canal , has abundant 
vegetation that provides ample shade. Tall palm trees are 
a common element within the city. This tropical climate, 
typically hot and humid, is tempered by sea breezes. 
Temperature changes are minimal, with a predominant 
uniformity throughout the year, which is characteristic of 
the tropical regions. The average daily temperature 
ranges from 84°F to 88°F, while the night temperature 
may range from 74°F to 78°F. The region presents on ly 
two seasons during the year: A dry season from January 
to mid-April , and a rainy season from mid-April to 
December. The rain patterns are characterized by their 
intensity and short duration. The annual rainfall generally 
exceeds 200 in., while the humidity is usually around 90% 
year round . The sun rises between 6:15 a.m. and 6:30 
a.m., depending on the season. On a sunny day, it is very 
bright causing excessive amounts of radiant heat. On an 
overcast day, humidity increases because of the 
enveloping effects of the cloud coverage. 
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Issue: Integration of Natural Context to the Site and the Facility 

The tropical rainforest is one of the most important 
factors that form the natural context of Panama City. To 
protect the natural resources of the canal , the tropical 
rainforest must not be destroyed around the city. As a 
consequence, this creates a mixed environment of built and 
natural elements that harmoniously come together in the city. 
The copious vegetation is seen everywhere throughout the 
city. likewise, the beautiful Bay of Panama is another 
significant natural element of the site and of the city. From 
the bay, nothing can stop the viewer form enjoying the great 
scenery between the shore and the horizon. The city spreads 
out along this beautiful stretch of sea. It frames one of the 
most attractive areas of the city. The bay area is the link 
between the colonial Panama and the modern city. The 
colonial buildings, located in the Casco Viejo were built 
almost to the edge of the land ; they were designed to have 
open spaces facing the sea. These attributes created a close 
relationship between the people and the ocean. On the other 
hand, most of the modern architecture along the bay takes 
advantage of this view partially. These buildings do not 
necessarily create an open interaction with such panorama. 
Instead, they only go as far as to place a glass curtain wall to 
appreciate the view. 
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Potentia. Design Responses 

The facility must be an organic element that mixes 
the man made elements with the natural context of the site. 
Public spaces that are not used for exhibits should have open 
views to the surrounding natural environment. The facility must 
take advantage of the panoramic view to the ocean, so as to 
create a natural background for it. Moreover, the integration of 
vegetation and landscaped gardens to the site should enhance 
the aesthetic appearance of the facility. In addition to these 
ideas, the facility should integrate open spaces to promote the 
interaction with nature by placing artworks that express and 
combine nature into their concept. The site should integrate 
indigenous natural elements such as palm trees in order to 
provide a more natural language necessary to enhance the 
overall balance between man and nature. The integration of 
vegetation to the site will help to buffer the street noises that 
might affect the environment of the facility. Furthermore, these 
elements should be preserved to contribute to ecological 
awareness about the consequences of damaging the natural 
context. The Nagoya City Art Museum, designed by Kisho 
Kurokawa, allows "the building to exist on the site in a 
symbiosis with the natural environment" (Cottom-Winslow 49) . 
Such symbiosis integrates the site to the building by creating 
part of the exhibition area on the lower level. This area 
opens to the natural areas beyond through a series of 

undulating sloped and planted terraces. Each level provides 
sitting areas for visitors to relax and enjoy the natural 
surroundings. 
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Issue: Dynamic Interaction with the Climate 

In hot-humid regions, humans need protection from 
the rain and sun. With high levels of humidity (outside the 
human comfort zone) , air movement becomes a 
fundamental factor to help relieve transpiration discomfort. 
Under these conditions, buildings, and the people that use 
them, require particular adjustments to balance the effects of 
climate. These physical limitations of the environment 
influence the culture and activities of a society. In the humid 
tropics, activities are planned differently than in more 
temperate regions. In Panama, daily activities start early at 
sunrise. By 7:00 a.m. children are already in school, and 
most public activities have already begun. Between noon 
and the early afternoon, which are the hottest hours of the 
day, outdoor activities decrease. The old custom of the 
siesta, or nap, is still common in the modern Panama. By 
6:30 p.m., most people are home having supper. The social 
activities often take place outdoors during the day and 
evening when it is not raining . During the dry season, 
outdoor activities and, as a consequence, social interactions 
increase. On the other hand, rain causes most outdoor 
activities and social contact to decrease. During the rainy 
season the activities change, taking place mostly indoors. 
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Potential Design Responses 

In order to respond to the climate of the region, the 
design must integrate the vernacular ideas of climate 
control, wherever possible, to provide a more natural 
environment. The facility should encourage efficient and 
responsible use of energy to embrace the conservation needs 
of today's world . Taking advantage of its closeness to the 
ocean, the facility should promote the use of natural ventilation 
from the sea breeze, to help provide a natural comfort fo r its 
users. 

The facility and the site should include vegetation 
native of the area, creating more shade to reduce the 
excessive radiant heat and glare from materials such as 
concrete. Additionally, the building should introduce as much 
natural light as possible, carefully utilizing the most favorable 
sun angles for the region. Louis Khan's Salk Institute in La 
Jolla, California, integrates environmental responses to the 
building by breaking the regularity of the two interior facades 
facing the courtyard , which accommodates the needs for 
natural light, ventilation , and view to the Pacific Ocean . The 
orientation of openings and integration of overhangs and 
adjustable louvres to the facility will help control the light and 
unwanted glare inside the building. In addition, the building 
must include semi-open spaces that protect the users from the 
sun and sudden, heavy rains; but they should still provide the 
outdoor experience, such as terraces and verandahs. Open 
spaces must also be included in order to allow users to enjoy 
outdoor activities whenever is possible . 

Salk Institute, La Jolla , California 
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Cultural Context 

Overview 

It would be impossible to understand the 
Panamanian culture without considering the contribution 
of the ethnic groups that are present in the city. These 
numerous ethnic groups in Panama give the culture a 
unique image. The Indian tribes, the various West Indian 
tribes, the Africans, Spanish and Indian Mestizos, 
Chinese, Middle-Easterners, Europeans, and Americans 
all maintain their own cultures, while some elements of 
these cultures have mixed to make new combinations. 
The cultures of different regions come together in Panama 
City, where there is a high level of international variety. A 
good example of this can be seen in the diversity of 
religions in the city. Panama City, home of immigrants 
from all over the world , is predominantly Catholic; but 
there are also other faiths such as Islamic, Bahai , Hindu, 
Jewish, and Protestant denominations. 

The trade connections of the country also 
contribute to create this international environment, where 
citizens can find all kinds of products or foods from 
everywhere in the world . These characteristics have 
turned Panama City into the melting pot of races and 
cultures that it is today. 
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Issue: Exploration of Cultural Identity 

The culture of Panama is very different compared to 
other countries in Latin America. The way immigrants and 
locals have shaped the city is not easy to perceive; while the 
way these cultures have combined and lived in harmony 
together is even harder to understand . Moreover, there is still 
not a specific or a single culture that can define the city. 
Panama's cultures are a direct reflection of its ethnic mix. 
Because of this mix, the culture is defined by a variety of 
elements peculiar to each race. In search of this culture, 
Panamanians have adopted these elements into a more 
vernacular, multi-faceted culture that combines customs, 
values, and traditions of the different people that live in the 
city. The Blacks, the Mestizos, and the other groups have 
different expressions of art, music, values , religion , and social 
behavior. But, the common characteristic of these groups is 
their vitality in dealing with the daily events of the city . The 
different expressions of this vitality are seen on many aspects 
of the society. For example, vibrant colors are part of the 
Indians' cultures, like the famous mola, a hand made rainbow
patterned fabric used as part of women's dress. The 
population has adopted the mola in general as ornament 
to vernacular fashion . Likewise, such vibrant culture is even 
seen on the transportation system of the city . The 
buses are decorated with all kinds of popular art and bright 
colors that represent the people, events , and ironies that are 
part of the daily lives of the Panamanians. 
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Potentia' Design Responses 

The mix of local styles with new materials and 
technologies will create an environment that expresses the 
identity of the society, responds to the demands of the 
people, and also reacts to the needs of the modern society. 
The facility must express the vernacular architectural 
responses that relate to the activities distinctive of the city. The 
design must integrate the use of color, the creation of open 
spaces for social interaction, along with the use of materials 
that reflect the cultural context of the region . The expansion of 
the Phoenix Art Museum evokes the different cultural 
influences in the Southwest of the United States. Massive walls 
resembling adobe and the integration of a traditional courtyard 
evoke a Spanish feel. Its parti is Classical. Symmetry is the 
ordering element of the interior spaces. The unfenestrated 
elevations have long pueblo proportions. These elements are 
not a copy of these styles, but an abstraction of them to 
express its significance to the context. According to Peter 
Calthorpe, "while respecting these old traditions and styles, we 
must modify them according to our current needs and 
knowledge. The challenge is to synthetize the relevant pieces 
of the past with the progressive ideas of the present" (2) . On 
the other hand, the application of modern techniques of 
design is also necessary to integrate the faci lity to 
the demands of modern life. "Technology has given 
us innovative materials. Unfortunately, our production 
of these materials has lessened our ability to 

View of Phoenix Art Museum 

live wholesome, healthy lives. Yet, technology has allowed us to 
experience worlds, peoples, and events that would be lost to us 
otherwise" (Cottom-Winslow Prologue). The design must be 
able to integrate alternative materials and technological ideas 
that promote more practical , aesthetic, and structural advantages 
for the benefit of the users as well as the improvement of life. 
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Issue: Social and Cultural Interaction 

From a cultural point of view, Panamanians are very 
social by nature. In a society where family, friends, and 
neighbors are integral in each individual's happiness, 
social interaction is a major factor that cannot be forgotten. 
Holidays and festivities involve the participation of large 
groups of people: entire families and friends gather 
together to celebrate events from weddings and baptisms, 
to carnivals and Christmas. Furthermore , this social 
integration of the individual with the community is clearly 
expressed in the daily life activities. These activities, from 
the neighborhood environment, the religious environment, 
to the professional work environment, always involve a 
level of social participation . This way, any space becomes 
a social place to interact with other individuals. The city 
streets are very dynamic at any time of the day. All kinds of 
activities take place on them; they are a place where one 
might see street vendors, kids selling flowers, and old men 
playing domino sharing a common space. These social 
interactions occur in the plazas, the neighborhood streets 
and sidewalks, and in the more intimate spaces like 
the interior of people's homes. 
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Potentia' Design Responses 

The building should promote the highest levels of 
social and cultural interaction through public spaces, thus 
providing a more humane and culturally appealing 
environment. The public spaces should promote users 
interaction by introducing art and social interchange 
simultaneously. From the lobby to the galleries, the design 
must encourage these activities by providing seating 
arrangements that bring people together. The facility should 
also provide special areas with other types of activities 
throughout the museum, such as the restauranUcoffee shop, 
the lounges, and the theaters , all to increase these levels of 
interaction. Moreover, the quality of the spaces should invite 
users to participate in this social and cultural experience by 
applying concepts of lighting design , color psychology, and the 
integration of natural elements . Art and events should also 
occur throughout the exterior spaces such as courtyards and 
gardens, to encourage social contact as well as cultural 
appreciation. For example, Quincy Market in Boston, 
Massachusetts is comprised of "three buildings, although 
physically apart from the street, they function in a 
traditional way as major gathering places for a variety of 
activities. The exterior spaces between the long buildings 
unify instead of separate the shopping and entertainment on 
the inside and outside of the complex" (Brolin 124). 
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Psychological Context 

In relation with the urban space, socio-cultural 
elements are the primary components of the psycholog ical 
context of the city. Therefore , this psychological context 
plays an important role in mediating between the stimulUS 
properties of the environment and human responses to it. 

Panama City's psychological context is influenced by 
ethnic characteristics as well as the social status of the 
people that live there . Blacks and rural immigrants live in the 
working class areas surrounding the city, known also as the 
'misery belt .' Unemployment, high birth rates, crime, and 
different kinds of social misery surround these areas. The 
people that live in these slums have to face these problems 
every day. On the other hand, depending on the social 
status of some areas of the city, they are less affected by 
such problems. Vandalism is a major problem in some parts 
of the city . Graffiti and vandalism of private and public 
property are very common . Crime is a major concern for all 
Panamanians, robbery and assault being the predominant 
crimes within the city. Safety is a relative condition, because 
almost any area of the city is exposed to these types of 
crimes depending on the time of the day, and the situation . 

23 



Program for a Modern Art Museum 
Panama City, Panama 

Potentia. Design Responses 

The facility must provide a safe environment in 
which its users feel comfortable and relaxed from the 
problems of urban life. All of the surroundings of the 
facility should have clear visual access to and from at least 
one frequently occupied area . The facility must include 
well-lit sidewalks and open spaces, as well as clear lines of 
visibility and low barrier wa lls to improve safety levels. 

The integration of relaxation spaces, as well as art 
appreciation areas will create a psychological environment 
of enjoyment that can transport them to higher levels of 
cultural and convivial interaction . This is as important as 
the pleasure of art itself. Tadao Ando's Church of Light 
integrates natural light into the design to provide a more 
spiritual experience throughout the building. Such 
experiences are important for the satisfaction and comfort 
of the users of the facil ity. Public areas, such as the 
courtyard , lobby, lounges, restaurant, and theater must 
provide high levels of comfort for the users. The 
integration of elements such as pastel colors, natural light, 
background instrumental music, water elements, and 
vegetation will provide a comfortable atmosphere for the 
facility. 
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Facility 

Museums originated in ancient Greece. Art objects 
were part of the public possessions, and were enjoyed by the 
society as a whole. The word museum is derived from the 
Greek mouseion, meaning of the muses. It was the name 
given to sacred places dedicated to the goddesses of the fine 
arts and sciences. The temples of Acropolis contained the first 
Pinacotheck, or picture gallery. Sculpture and artwork stayed 
as permanent exhibitions in the temple. Nonetheless, the term 
museum was not adopted until the third century BC. The first 
institution to use the term museum, and specifically orient it to 
the collection and study of art in the ancient world (among 
other disciplines), was the Library of Alexandria. The library, 
founded by Ptolemy, was dedicated to the intellectual research 
of science, philosophy, literature, and art. 

Today, museums are institutions dedicated to the 
collection, preservation, and study of objects of scientific, 
historical, educational, or aesthetical value. The concept of 
the museum actually involves more than the exhibition of art. 
Museums are a substantial element of the social and cultural 
structure of a society. As public institutions, museums are 
centers of education dedicated to the public service. 
Therefore, the museum's objective is to enhance the cultural 
levels of such society. 

Collection of art is of fundamental importance in the 
development of a society's culture. Panama's art reflects its 
cultural mix. Since "art is the reflection of human beings of 
the world around and the spirit within them," different 

attitudes towards art vary according to ethnical and cultural 
backgrounds. In Panama City, Native Indians, Blacks, 
Mestizos, and other ethnic groups express their art by mixing 
the vernacular with their roots. The diversity of color 
preferences, as well as the variation of textures, techniques, 
and artworks are well expressed through this variety of 
cultures. 

The existing Modern Art Museum of Panama is 
located in a two-story building formerly used as 
administration offices for the Panama Canal. The facility is 
extremely small and does not have the needed 
characteristics of a museum. The poor quality of the 
spaces, the absence of natural light and the uninviting 
structure of the building affect the image of the museum. As 
a consequence, this careless design prevents the artist from 
exhibiting their works in a facility that fulfills their needs; 
therefore, it hinders the processes necessary for the cultural 
enrichment of the society. 

The necessity to create a facility that would aim 
to recognize and exalt the culture and the arts of 
Panamanians, as well as to respond to the needs of 
local artists, was the driving force for the development 
of a new Modern Art Museum for Panama City. 
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Issue: Integration of Art and Architecture 

In order to achieve the integration of art and architecture 
in the Modern Art Museum, it must be known what art and 
architecture are, and how they can be fused together as a whole. 
According to the definition of architecture , it is the creation of 
appealing , beautiful space by designing of mass and void. On 
the other hand, art is the activity of creating , producing works to 
affect the senses. Art and architecture are two discipl ines 
strongly connected . But, architecture cannot be perceived the 
same way that the visual arts are perceived . "Architecture is 
wholly unlike the appreciation of other forms of art, these being 
evaluated not as means, but for their own sakes, as ends" 
(Redstone 29). In order to comprehend the concept, it is 
necessary to bring the definition of means and ends given by the 
philosopher R.G. Collingwood. He compares his concept of art 
and form from a distinction between art and craft. "The craftsman 
aims at certain result and does what he can achieve to it, from 
that of the artist, who knows what he is doing, only when it is 
done" (Ibid 29). To Collingwood, the architect is a craftsman; 
therefore , the utility of his buildings is not merely accidental. But, 
lito maintain a sharp distinction between the arts and crafts is 
simply to ignore architecture, not because architecture is a 
mixture of arts and crafts but because architecture represents a 
synthesis of the two" (Ibid 29). Consequently, the goal of the 
architect is to combine art and architecture to design a building 
that is admirable by the extent to which it accomplishes its 
function , and not only by purely aesthetic values. 
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Potentia' Design Responses 

The design must stimulate and promote the 
integration of the arts and architecture throughout 
the building. The facility itself shou ld be thought of as 
a piece of clay to be sculpted. Spaces, walls, openings, 
ceilings, and any other architectural elements must be 
designed in consideration to the purpose of the facility. 
Moreover, works of art should be displayed not only in 
the galleries, but also in the lobby, restaurant, lounges 
and any other public spaces. The objects should not be 
restricted to the walls and floor, the ceiling and other 
surfaces should also be utilized for these. Niches as 
well as different types of textures and thickness on walls 
should be integrated to provide a variety of spaces to 
display art. 

Murals and sculptures are not the only elements 
representing the arts. Among other aspects of the arts 
are landscaping , fabrics , lighting , graphics, metal 
screens, furniture and accessories. All these elements 
should be considered when designing the facility. 
"When cultural values are interpreted as essential to 
well-being, then the demand for art will become a 
'normal' requirement" (Redstone ix). 
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Issue: Flexibility 

Flexibility is the ability to adapt to change. 'The 
new museum image stresses the idea that art does not 
have to be confined to gallery exhibits. Permanent 
pieces of art, such as monumental sculpture, fountains, 
and especially designed landscape gardens, create a 
stimulating mood even before the visitor enters the 
museum building" (22) . 

Spaces should be carefully considered when 
designing a museum. This will help to avoid futu re 
problems, such as tight gallery spaces, rigid areas that 
cannot be rearranged , or insufficient space for the 
needs of the building and its users. This does not mean 
that the ideal museum should be one extra large open 
space, but a place with spaces specially designed for 
different types of exhibits ranging from large iron 
sculptures, miniature paintings or crafts that can hardly 
be seen to multi media arts . Verticality is a very 
important factor when trying to achieve flexibility. 
Different heights of rooms would be ideal to include 
different sizes of artwork. Flexibility is also the ability to 
play with the site . Buildings that accommodate to the 
site become more dynamic facilities , which have the 
ability to produce more exciting experiences within the 
building, in addition to the exterior spaces. 

28 



Program for a Modern Art Museum 
Panama City, Panama 

Potentia. Design Responses 

The facility should be accommodating to as many 
types of activities as it can without adversely affecting its 
environment. Different sizes of exhibition areas as well as 
public spaces should be provided, thus accommodating 
different types of exhibits, ranging from small pictures to large 
paintings and sculptures. Ceiling heights and wall lengths 
should vary to provide different spatial experiences throughout 
the building. Furthermore, the interior walls and ceilings should 
be able to change according to the type of display or artist . For 
instance, spaces in Mario Botta's San Francisco Modern Art 
Museum are designed to cover a full range of exhibits , have 
ample spaces for large artwork, a performance area that can be 
rearranged according to the necessities of the place, and more 
intimate spaces for small paintings and sculptures. The 
concept is to create an active building that, as modern art, is 
always open to changes. Likewise, the design of the building 
should adapt to the topography of the site , to create a more 
dynamic interaction with it. In the Galician Center for the Arts, 
Alvaro Siza "adapts the building to the site instead of adapting 
the site to the building" (Cohn 103). He breaks the geometry 
of the building by making angular corners and level changes to 
accommodate it to the sloped and irregular site. As a result , the 
accidental characteristic of the site provokes the element of 
surprise that becomes the most attractive product of the design 
of the building. 
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Issue: Educational Interaction with Users 

In today's world , interaction means linking almost 
every aspect of the society, as well as every aspect on the 
planet. Social , cultural, economic, political , and 
environmental interaction, are issues that we hear about 
almost every day. One of the most important aspects of 
this 'interactive' world is the concept of educational 
interaction. The information society has made societies 
aware of the importance of interactive learning. With the 
arrival of the World Wide Web the possibilities have 
extremely grown. People are searching the Internet to 
learn more about their cultures , people, and events that 
are happening around the world . Art may be seen as one 
of these events. Throughout the Internet, new 
expressions of art are exposed to thousands of persons 
every day. In much the same way, architecture is part of 
this educational interaction. Museums are no longer static 
elements to be seen only. They are active facilities that 
have the purpose of entertaining and , more importantly, of 
educating its users. Interactive museums, which have 
become popular today, include ones in which the visitors 
are able to see artists creating work , restoring a piece of 
art, or discussing the artistic processes. This concept 
allows the users of a facility to better understand why and 
how it works. 

30 



Program for a Modern Art Museum 
Panama City, Panama 

Potentia' Design Responses 

The facility is not only intended for the exhibition of 
visual arts, but also as a mechanism to educate the society 
in general about contemporary art and the new tendencies. 
The facility should create an environment of educational 
interaction between the artist's works, the artists , and the viewer. 
The museum must contain special lecture areas, as well as 
discussion rooms adapted with interactive screens to provide an 
environment of participation between the visitors and artists. 
Such spaces will facilitate local and international artist to talk 
about their works, as well as to further explain them , and their 
inspirational ideas. Moreover, it should also apply new 
technologies of interactive museum design to allow participation 
of the public. This should be done through the display of theater 
screens throughout the building that show media relating to 
modern art. Frank Ghery's Guggenheim Museum in Bilbao, 
Spain "is intended to respond to the new interactive necessities 
of to day's world. The museum is equipped with powerful 
computer network and multimedia rooms that handle electronic 
art forms and performances used by the new computerized 
visual arts" (Dubost 133). Since access to the Internet is not 
available to everyone in Panama, the facility should include 
Internet access for the visitors, allowing them to experience 
more about an artistic movement, a topic, an artist , or other 
museums around the world . The facility will also include a small 
research center in which visitors can learn more about modern 
art. 
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Analysis of Spaces 

1. Main Gallery 

The central gallery is the focus of 
the museum. It seNes as the space for 
exhibition of permanent and semi
permanent artwork. 

Activities: Display of art, viewing, 
social interaction and education. 

Users: 
artists. 

Visitors, employees, and 

Adjacency: Lobby, secondary 
galleries, information desk. 

Quality of space: The design will be 
an open structural plan in order to 
allow flexibility within the gallery. 
Integration of natural and artificial 
background lighting should be provided 
contrast between objects and their 
surroundings. 

2. Secondary Galleries 

These galleries support the main 
gallery. Special artwork is to be shown 
in them. The multi-media gallery will 
be dedicated to virtual art exhibitions. 

Activities: Electronic media exhibits, 
display of smaller artwork. 

Users: Visitors, staff, and artists. 

Adjacency: Central gallery. 

Quality of space: Modular adaptations 
for different size of exhibitions and 
activities. Use of natural and artificial 
lighting. Ability to change ceiling 
heights and wall lengths, and a 
computer network that is in charge of 
electronic art displays will also be 
required. 

3. Lobby 

It is the main entrance to the 
building. It may be fully accessed by 
the public without including the 
galleries. It must facilitate easy 
orientation of the public areas to the 
visitors. 

Activities: Circulation, waiting, and 
information. 

Users: General public and staff. 

Adjacency: Main public areas of the 
facility such as the galleries, theater, 
courtyard, restaurant and retail shop. 

Quality of space: The lobby must be a 
reflection of the art contained within the 
building. It should be an open space 
with clear visibility to the information 
desk and the entrances to the 
galleries. 
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Analysis of Spaces 

4. Lounges 

These are areas for the 
relaxation and social interactions of the 
users. Artists will use them as 
reception areas to discuss their works 
with the visitors. 

Activities: Social and cultural 
interaction, resting. 

Users: Visitors, artists. 

Adjacency: Secondary galleries, 
interactive coffee shop. 

Quality of space: The integration of 
natural light, water elements, and 
relaxed social sitting arrangements to 
provide an environment of conviviality 
as well as relaxation to the visitors. 

5. Theater 

It is an experimental theater for 
small plays or performances. It should 
have access from the inside as well as 
from the outside of the building for 
independent use when the museum is 
closed. 

Activities: 
observing. 

Performing, 

Users: General public, actors. 

Adjacency: Lobby. 

listening 

Quality of space: The theater space 
should be flexible in order to 
accommodate different types of 
performances. Mobile seating 
arrangements and at least two different 
sizes of stage areas should be 
provided. 

6. Sculpture Courtyard 

Open space dedicated to the 
exhibition of large sculptures specially 
made to be displayed outdoors. 

Activities: Art appreciation, social 
interactions 

Users: Visitors, artists and staff. 

Adjacency: 
restaurant. 

Lobby, lounge and 

Quality of space: Should be located 
on the north side of the building to 
protect visitors from unwanted glare 
and excessive exposure to sunlight. 
Artificial lighting is necessary for the 
illumination of artworks at night. 
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Analysis of Spaces 

7. Restaurant 

It is a formal space that will draw 
people to the facility during lunchtime 
and during weekends. Other social 
activities and events (such as fund 
raising) can take place in the 
restaurant area. 

Activities: Dining, conversing. 

Users: Customers, employees. 

Adjacency: Kitchen. 

Quality of space: Use of natural and 
artificial lighting, and creation of 
intimate spaces for social interaction. 
The restaurant should provide indoor 
and outdoor seating areas that link the 
sculpture courtyard and provide a view 
to the ocean. 

8. Interactive coffee shop 

A more informal hang out spot 
created for the visitors to eat, to enjoy 
chatting on computers, surfing the net 
or relaxing. 

Activities: Chatting, eating. 

Users: Customers. 

Adjacency: Kitchen, exterior garden. 

Quality of space: Integration of 
computer networks as well as social 
spaces for interaction of its users. 

9. Administrative Office 

The offices handle the day to day 
operation and maintenance of the 
museum. These are private spaces, 
rarely visited by the public. 

Activities: Clerical. 

Users: Staff. 

Adjacency: Secretary's office. 

Quality of space: spacious area 
necessary to accommodate file 
cabinets and other equipment 
necessary for the office activities. 
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I Analysis of Spaces 

10. Retail Shop 

It will promote the artwork that is for 
sale in the museum as well as other 
memorabilia such as books, 
magazines, and videos from artists and 
the facility. The shop will give the art 
collector the opportunity to purchase 
the works. 

Activities: Retail, sales. 

Users: Employees and visitors. 

Adjacency: Lobby, restaurant. 

Quality of space: It should be visible 
and easily accessed from the lobby. 

11. Information desk 

This space serves as the 
communication center for all the 
activities that will take place in the 
facility. It must be centrally located in 
order to provide help to the visitors of 
the museum. 

Activities: Information. 

Users: Staff. 

Adjacency: Lobby. 

Quality of the space: The information 
desk should be visible and accessible 
from the entrance of the building. The 
desk should be centrally located and 
identified with a sign that is visible from 
the entrance. 

12. Research Library 

This is the area in 
periodicals, reports and 
information about modern 
available for research. 

which 
other 

art is 

Activities: Reading, researching, 

Users: Visitors, artists, staff. 

Adjacency: Lobby, galleries. 

Quality of space: The research area 
should provide a quiet environment in 
which the visitors can research, learn, 
and collect information about modern 
art. Privacy for the readers should be 
provided. 
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Analysis of Spaces 

13. Mechanical Room 

It is the area in which the air 
conditioning and the other mechanisms 
necessary for the function of the facility 
are stored. 

Activities: Repair and maintenance. 

Users: Maintenance staff. 

Adjacency: To service area, service 
drive. 

Special considerations: This space 
stores big equipment that makes 
excessive noise, and it should be kept 
away from any public area. 

14. Art Storage 

This is the area for the storage of 
artwork that is not in use at the time. 

Activities: Storing, cataloguing art. 

Users: Staff 

Adjacency: Back of the galleries and 
service areas. 

Special considerations: Vaulted type 
of room with constant temperatures 
and monitored access to protect the 
artworks. 

15. Kitchen 

Area in which all the foods will be 
prepared for the activities of the 
museum. 

Activities: Food preparation, catering, 
and storage. 

Users: Kitchen and restaurant staff 

Adjacency: Restaurant and coffee 
shop. 

Special considerations: The cooking 
area should be ample enough to 
handle the necessities of the service 
area. The kitchen should provide 
service to the restaurant and to the 
coffee shop. 
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0" 
·T~ .. 

Name of space # of Users Size Mtrs. _1 Quantity 

Main Gallery variable 3500 ! 1 

Secondary Galleries 30 600 3 

Virtual Galleries 15-20 400 1 

Lobbr variable 1100 1 

Lounges 10-15 200 3 

Theater 150 2500 1 

Courtyards 20-30 1000 2 

Restaurant 75-100 1200 1 

Interact. Coffee shop 30-40 600 1 
. -

Retail Shop 10-15 300 1 

Information desk 2 100 1 

Adm. Offices 4-6 400 3 
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Name of space # of Users Size Mtrs. Quantity 

Restrooms 1-10 500 I 2 

Art Storage 1-2 600 1 

Restoration Shop 1-4 300 1 

Kitchen 2-8 400 1 

Mechanical Room 1 450 1 

Janitor's Closet 1 100 2 

Security Office 1-2 100 1 
I 

General Storage 1 150 L 1 
1 
I 

TOTAL j 

N.5.F Mtrs. U.5.F G.5.F Reference 

1000 1300 1560 

600 780 936 37 

300 390 46a 37 
i 

400 520 624 37 

450 585 702 i 
! 

200 260 312 

100 130 156 

150 195 234 

28,620 s.f. 
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Merienda (Meal) Oil Painting 1971 
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Conclusion 

The concept for design of the Modern Art Museum 
for Panama City, Panama started as a literal response to 
the necessities and the influences of the city. The intention 
of the project was to create a building that integrated art 
and architecture that reflected the cultural identity of the 
citizens and at the same time the technologies of the next 
century. This first attempt was not successful because the 
image of the city was taken too literally. The integration of 
important grids that surrounded the context such as the grid 
from the old city, the streets across the site, the grid from 
the modern city, as well as the natural elements that 
surround it were studied in depth. Moreover, this design 
was based on the reinterpretation of the styles that 
predominated from earlier eras such as the Spanish 
colonial , French Rococo, and the American influences. 
This design lacked the intensity and feeling of a museum 
dedicated to the arts. 

The second and final design decision came from a 
more abstract view still related to the city, its people, and 
modern art. After studying the modern artists from the 
country, it came to my interest the works of one of them , Mr. 
Alfredo Sinclair, the most famous modern painter in the 
country, which expressed through his abstract paintings the 
feeling of a country and its people. His works, illustrated in 
this program, are his view of a society he belongs to. 

The painting that inspired the parti and concept for 
this design is called the Floating City, nickname given to 
Panama City since the 1500's because of its relationship 
with the ocean. This abstract work of art symbolizes the 
vision of the artist about a city that reflects itself on the 
water. Not much more can be said about the painting 
because of the difficulty of finding articles or books that 
explain the painting or the artist's intentions in depth. 
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The approach for this design although abstract in its parti, 
was more related to the goals and issues determined in the 
program. Such issues and goals were still addressed but in a 
more symbolical, abstract view. As a consequence, the 
process of addressing these became more complicated . In 
order to, successfully integrate the abstract characteristics of 
modem art into a specific design, the urban, natural, built, and 
psychological 
contexts became 
crucial issues 
throughout the 
design phases. 

To address 
the urban concept 
of scale of 
surrounding 
buildings, the 
building height 
had ~ be . 
enlarged. Because of the variety of heights of the buildings 
across the site, the museum could not restrict itself to a single 
scale. In order to fit with in the context, the building included 
different heights of spaces that would mix with the context. 
Large spaces such as the lobby were designed to 

create the sensation of tallness of a city, as well as smaller 
spaces to create a more intimate relationship with the visitors, 
to create a more comfortable scale for its users. 

Another issue was the integration of the building to 
the urban 
context as to 
create a 
connection 
along the bay. 
The bay area 
with both , the 
old and the 
new cities on 
each end had 
something 
missing. The 
site, located in 
the midpoint of 
the bay, 
needed a link between both. Consequently, the design 
searched for the creation of a narrow strip of park along the 
cornice on the waterfront that would tie together both the old 
and the new therefore the museum would become the center 
of this area. 
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The relationship with the natural context came first 
from the creation of a park next to the museum to provide the 
natural elements within the urban context. 
Furthermore, there was also the idea of bringing the museum 
to the water in order to generate a more active relationship 
among the people and the ocean. Consequently, the design 
of the museum included the design of lookout points for the 
visitors to look at the city not from the street but from the 
water, by framing views from the old city and the modern city. 

The intention of this project was to create not a copy 

of older styles but a . \E"" - 'r" 

personal #' ~ _ •.. 

interpretation of an ."~ _ - . 
architecture related :£. -~ ·!".i.tt:,fl.!!!2 
to the necessities of 
the context and its 
people in order to 
create a more 
original design. 
From these 
concepts the idea 
of planar architecture- and potyrhythmic grid were born , 
originating the design bases for the main spaces. The 
painting layout was adapted to the site so as to project onto 
the water to create a floating building in which the galleries 
and public spaces hang mainly out on pillars over the water. 

f ~.~-
" \. I , -t ,_._ Lt--

, , i ' 

The idea of taking an abstract concept, in this case the 
painting , to generate the basic design can be successful only 
if the issues of the project and its relationship to human 
beings and the concept are not forgotten . 
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