The New Heart in the Golden Triangle
of Madrid Museums
CaixaForum Madrid, a new iconic building located in the
centre of the Cultural Mile of Madrid museums (which
includes Museo del Prado, Reina Sofía and Thyssen), is
a glowing orange box that levitates over a public square
looking towards Paseo del Prado.
Designed by Swiss architects and 2001 Pritzker
Architecture Prize winners Herzog&de Meuron as an
“urban magnet”, this contemporary public building houses
art exhibitions, cinematic screenings, concerts, and
other social and educational events. In order to create
a seductive and yet unobtrusive building, Herzog & de
Meuron applied four basic design strategies:
• to remove the stone base around the power plant
• to open up a new public square with an entrance on
Paseo del Prado
• to restore the brick outer layer using traditional
techniques
• to add volume that increases the original building’s
2.000m2 area up to a 10.000m2
Their program is divided into two areas: the two floors
below ground under the public square hold classrooms,
an auditorium for 320 seats and parking, while the four
levels above contain the main lobby, two floors of exhibition
space, and a top floor restaurant with offices.
The architecture is staged as a series of dialogues
between contrasting elements. First, there is a dialogue
between nature and industry. An enormous vertical
greenscape, by botanist Patrick Blanc, features 2,000
plants from over 250 different species, and stands in
stark contrast to the adjacent four-story brick and rusted
cast iron volume of the main building. The green façade
evokes nature within the frame of the building wall, while it
establishes a contextual link with the Botanic Gardens on
the opposite side of the public square.

Another important architectural dialogue exists between
the main building’s new rusting cast iron crown above
the original structure’s double-peaked modernist profile,
preserved from the 1901 Mediodía Power Station. The
19th-century brick walls have been retained, but are raised
on three large piers, to allow visitors to walk underneath
the building. Clad in reflective glass, these piers seem to
disappear, and what is a dense architectural volume now
defies gravity, as ”if the building would levitate,” to quote
Mr. José de Conrado , chairman of La Caixa Foundation.
The opening gesture to the building entrance is a
contemporary grotto. Viewed from all angles, the faceted
ceiling underneath the original structure has been covered
with triangular metal plates, which descend down in
geometric forms, and enclose the main entrance stairs.
Visitors step through the portal and ascend a futuristic 180º
staircase to the main lobby on the first floor level.
Once inside, the entry stairs become a topographic
feature that organizes a variety of functions. There is an
information desk and a seating area with a panoramic
window view to the botanic gardens across the way.
Opposite the reception desk is a bookshop with floating
shelves suspended from the ceiling by special hangers.
Throughout the lobby, visitors experience an industrial
palette of stainless steel flooring, exposed steel
beams, concrete walls and a pattern of light tubes that
diagrammatically replicates the grotto ceiling from the
entry outside. Walnut paneling and wood furniture provide
warmth and richness to help soften the hard materiality
of steel and concrete. Discreetly tucked behind a portal
in the lobby stands the Grand Staircase, which spirals 7
stories high like a white bone spine, and patrons can view
the full height of the building through its center.
Upstairs, the exhibition rooms are diaphanous 5 m high
white spaces with neutral backgrounds for a clean display

of art works. They have been designed as flexible spaces
that adapt to the specific needs of every exhibition.
Finally, the crown jewel of the building houses a penthouse
restaurant. The promenade up the stairs ends in a wall
leading to the restaurant. An outdoor space open to the
Madrid sky is missing in order to complete the architectural
experience. It could have been a contrasting note to the
introverted character of the building.
The volume of the roof has been sculpted to replicate the
surrounding skyline of neighboring rooftops. Perforated
cast iron cladding with waterjet-cut pixelated images
screens the glass enclosure of the restaurant.
As a larger issue for debate I want to put forward the
question of material quality and craftsmanship applied to
this building. Local architects criticism on the raw quality
of finishing remains without an answer. Has it been a
conscious choice from Herzog&de Meuron to arrive at
a industrial aesthetic where the intensity of thought has
been focused on the conceptual ideas ? What level of
compromise do architects operating at a global stage need
to accept when they materialize architectures outside their
local context ?
The CaixaForum Madrid is an inspiring work of public
architecture - memorable, intriguing and beaming with
energy inside. Herzog&de Meuron have created a building
that, their words, “appeals to the imagination and the
sensual perception” of the visitors.
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