
240. Guggenheim Museum Bilbao 

Spain. Frank Gehry (architect). 1997 C.E. Titanium, glass, and limestone  

• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hhJ62_IJKWw 

• Article at Khan Academy 

• Prior to the mid-20th century, art museums in Europe and the United States were mostly designed in variants of the 

neo-classical style 
o The 1959 Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum (originally the Museum of Non-Objective Art), with its spiraling 

concrete ramps, was one of the first museums to challenge this tradition. 
▪ Comparisons to the Guggenheim Museum in New York would be inevitable. Gehry (was urged) to 

“make it better than Wright” and the Bilbao museum recalls the earlier building in various subtle 

ways. From the absence of historical references to the focus on a central rotunda or atrium—albeit in 

Bilbao on a much larger scale—both architects produced unrestrained modern spaces of great 

architectural force and energy 
o  By the 1980s it had outgrown its Frank Lloyd Wright-designed home in New York and the museum's director, 

began developing plans to expand the museum's reach though the establishment of satellite branches funded by 

foreign governments 
▪ Among these projects, the 1997 branch in Bilbao, Spain, has been the most highly regarded 

o …sometimes categorized as Deconstructivism 

o Aided by sophisticated computer software, his most daring projects evoke aspects of the Italian Baroque style. 

Like the drapery folds that animate some pieces of 17th century figurative sculpture, Gehry's more striking 

works juxtapose elements that bend, ripple and unfurl 

• The Guggenheim Bilbao was part of an ambitious urban renewal program conceived by the Basque regional 

government. An aging port and industrial center, the city had entered a period of significant economic decline during 

the 1980s. Various well-known architects were invited to design new structures. Though initial discussions focused on 

converting an existing industrial structure into an art museum . . . local officials (were convinced) to provide a more 

central and flexible location, a site on the banks of the Nerviron River 
o  The reception to Gehry’s unorthodox design was nothing less than ecstatic, drawing international acclaim 

from fellow architects and critics, as well as from tourists who throng here from throughout the world. 

▪  Herbert Muschamp, The New York Times architecture critic called the undulating structure a 

“miracle.”[1]  

▪ The benefit to the city's local economy was immediate and substantial and numerous cities have tried 

(but not always succeeded) to match its success, commissioning similarly dynamic structures from 

high-profile “starchitects.” 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hhJ62_IJKWw


 



 



 

 

 

 


