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MUSEUMS OF CONTEMPORARY ART IN PREEXISTING BUILDINGS:  

CONSTRAINTS AND ARCHITECTURE 

THE CASE STUDY OF PUNTA DELLA DOGANA AND FONDAZIONE PRADA 

    

 

Extended Abstract 

  

The present article regards the process of converting preexisting buildings into museums of 

contemporary art using two study cases: Punta della Dogana, in Venice, and Fondazione Prada, in 

Milan. Additionally, this investigation aims to identify the factors and the limitations that affect the 

development of the adjacent architectural project and to understand the architectural solutions created 

in each case.  

With these goals in mind it was necessary to contextualise, historically, the museological 

institution as well as the evolution of its morphology. At the same time, a detailed analysis of the two 

case studies took place starting by the systematisation of technical drawings, bibliographic research and 

numerous visits to the respective locations. 

The dissertation document is made up by five chapters from which the first consists of the 

introductory guide lines for the investigation and the last two being the reached conclusions followed by 

the used bibliography.   

On the second chapter, a brief study regarding the History and the Architecture of museums of 

art takes place, focusing on the period inbetween the 18th century and the 20th century. The museum, 

being an entity with multiple dimensions - mission, programmes, morphology, among others – needs to 

adapt to its surrounding circumstances in order to survive (Schubert, 2009: 11). Since the 18th century 

this institution has changed accordingly to the social shifts affecting society, therefore, influencing all of 

its dimensions and its relation with the public. The end of the 20th century experiences a museum 

explosion with every architectural studio craving this kind of projects with expanding programmes. 

Besides being a space for education and art, the museum was expected to help promote tourism and 

to entertain the public. According to Vittorio Lumpagnani (in Lampugnani and Sachs, 1999: 7) 

contemporary museums, and even more specifically art museums, work as “(...) seismographs of 

architectural culture (...)” since they have the capacity to showcase architectonic approaches and reflect 

the investment a society is ready to make to its own cultural heritage. 

The final part of the chapter focuses on the fact that the demand for art museums, in more recent 

years, has been answered by a big range of architectural approaches, one of which regards the 

conversion of preexisting buildings into museums. Thereafter, some of the most emblematic examples 

on this sphere are analysed such as Castelvecchio, in Verona; the Tate Modern, in London; Centrale 

Montemartini, in Rome and the Neues Museum, in Berlin. 
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The third chapter is dedicated to the analysis of the two study cases, beginning with a detailed 

investigation of Punta della Dogana and the architect responsible for the conversion project – Tadao 

Ando (b. 1941). Punta della Dogana [Fig. 1] is a contemporary art centre in Venice, Italy, that belongs 

to the François Pinault Foundation. Originally, it was built in the 15th century as a customs house, in 

order to control the incoming traffic arriving from the Adriatic Sea to the island of Venice (Dal Co, 2009). 

This structure was built on the eastern tip of Dorsoduro, a strategic location between two of the most 

crossed channels in Venice – Canal Grande and Canal da Guideca. In the 17th century the building was 

partially rebuilt according to the design of architect and engineer Giuseppe Benoni (1618 - 1684) 

acquiring the appearance it still stands today. Only in the 20th century did the building stop serving as 

a customs house and started being used for other purposes most of which were storage related. Its 

morphology was highly influenced by the shape of the land it stands on, resulting in a triangular based 

structure. The building consists on eight parallel warehouses along an east-west axis, topped off by a 

stone tower, at the very end of the island’s tip. 

After being closed for about 30 years, the municipality of Venice decided to grant the restoration 

and rehabilitation of Punta della Dogana to an art institution. French businessman and art collector 

François Pinault, who had already worked with Tadao Ando in other two projects regarding his art 

foundation (one of which never came through) invited the architect to work with him once more to convert 

the old customs house into a contemporary art centre.  

The work made by Tadao Ando since the 1970s shows that his architecture is based on 

humanizing the built space, as well as, reconnecting buildings with the nature surrounding them, Punta 

della Dogana being no exception. The intention of  architect for Punta della Dogana was to respect the 

memories of the city, which meant going back to the building’s original structure. Tadao Ando decided 

to take down recently added partition walls and expose the original elements of the building, such as 

the bricks from the supporting walls and the wood trusses of the roof. Apart from the restoration work 

done on the exterior façades, walls, pavement and roof structure, one of the most important parts of this 

projects was the atrium in the centre of the building. Previous users of the building had decided to create 

a square opening in the middle of the parallel warehouses by tearing down part of a supporting wall and 

swapping it by two brick pillars. For this central area, Tadao Ando refused to return to the Dogana’s 

original configuration and decided to embrace the passage of time by highlighting this space with his 

exposed concrete signature walls. The new atrium should be the core of the building, “(...) revealing the 

harmony between old and new (...)” (Ando in Dal Co, 2009: 105). Another particularity concerning Tadao 

Ando’s approach is his homage to Venetian architect Carlo Scarpa (b. 1906) by adding elements with 

Scarpa’s characteristic design, such as the pattern used on the metallic door of Negozio Olivetti, in 

Piazza di San Marco which he applied to the exterior doors of Punta della Dogana. 
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The analysis of the second case-study follows the same structure. Fondazione Prada [Fig. 2] 

results from a conversion project developed by Rem Koolhaas (b. 1944) for the art foundation of the 

Italian fashion brand. Fondazione Prada has its own headquarters and exhibition space in the periphery 

of Milan, in Porta Romana. The complex was once property of Società Italiane Spiriti (SIS), an alcoholic 

drinks industry, built in the beginning of the 20th century. According to Celant (2011), the company left 

the industrial complex in the 1970s and it stayed abandoned until the owners of Italian brand Prada, 

Miuccia Prada and Patrizio Bertelli, bought it in the 1990s. Years later, in 2008, they invited the Office 

of Metropolitan Architecture (OMA) to study the conversion of the site into an art museum and work 

space for Fondazione Prada. The area of Porta Romana, right on the outskirts of the historical centre, 

was once filled with industries, railways and movement, up until in the 1970s when there was a breach 

in the economic growth of the city and many of the surrounding industries were closed off - the SIS’ 

complex being one of them. Inside Fondazione Prada, most of the preexisting buildings are facing the 

inside of the complex (OMA et al., 2008: 24).  

By 2008, Rem Koolhaas, founder of OMA, had been working with Prada for eight years  

designing stores for the brand and planning the configuration of its fashion shows. When the opportunity 

to transform the industrial site came up, Koolhaas, known for his critical attitude towards conventions 

established by society (Goldberger, 2000), decided to explore today’s configurations for exhibition 

spaces. Koolhaas believed art was being experienced inside a very small range of typologies, so he 

was aiming to create a heterogeneous and varied group of exhibition spaces. Therefore, OMA proposed 

to add three new buildings to the still usable preexisting buildings on the complex – Cinema, Ideal 

Museum and Tower – dedicating 1/3 of the total space for exhibitions, 1/3 to Fondazione Prada’s 

archives and 1/3 administrative, educational and commercial area.  

As the architect writes in the brochure of Fondazione Prada: “The Fondazione is not a 

preservation project and not a new architecture. Two conditions that are usually kept separate here 

confront each other in a state of permanent interaction (...)”. This interaction was established, for 

example, through visual relationships. From the west side of the compound one could see all the way 

through to the east side, this was possible due to openings planned or adapted in every building, 

regardless if they were new or old ones.    
 

                     

 

Figure 1 – Bird view of Punta della Dogana, Venice. 
Photo by the author, 2016. 

Figure 2 – Fondazione Prada, Milan. Viewed from North.  
Photo by the author, 2018. 
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The final part of the third chapter refers to the comparative analysis between the studied 

projects. Despite being in two very different Italian cities, both Punta della Dogana and Fondazione 

Prada share some characteristics regarding the morphology of the construction site: 

• Both are located on limiting/peripheral areas of their urban context; 

• Both are limited by physical obstacles – the canals and the railway. 

Although each of the preexisting buildings were built in different centuries, the two share the 

same types of spaces – wide and with high ceilings – but in totally different scales since the Milanese 

site consists of more than ten buildings and the Venetian site in only one. Through the comparison of 

areas [Table 1], one can easily comprehend the actual different.   

 
 

 

Punta della Dogana 
 

Fondazione Prada 
 

Site area (m2) 
 

3060 
 

13900 
 

Total of usable floor area (m2) 
 

4670 
 

22600 
 

Exhibition area (m2) 
 

2800 
 

8500 
 

% of exhibition area 
 

60 
 

40 
 

Commercial area (m2) 
 

176 
 

715 
 

% of commercial area 
 

3, 8 
 

3, 2 

 

Table 1 – Comparison of areas between Punta della Dogana and the complex of Fondazione Prada.   
 

The total of usable floor area of the Fondazione Prada’s complex is about five times bigger than 

the total of usable area of Punta della Dogana. The exhibition area of Punta della Dogana corresponds 

to approximately 60% of the total while in Fondazione Prada, only 40% of the total area is being used 

for the same purpose.  

Regarding the circulation inside each of this two projects, in both cases there is not a unique 

path for the visitor, although it might be suggested one according to the exhibition. The configuration of 

the buildings, or in Punta della dogana’s case, the configuration of the exhibition spaces can be analysed 

according to its organisation and resulting flow of public it generates. While in Punta della Dogana the 

rooms are parallel, creating a sequential organisation (Li et. Al., 2013: 358), in Fondazione Prada there 

is a distribution channel, independent from the exhibition spaces – the semi-public open area.  

When analysing the architect’s approach, on one hand, the work done by Tadao Ando had to 

respect the laws protecting Venetian heritage. The legislation regarding historical buildings in Venice 

does not allow changes that go way beyond the return of the original design of the building, both in terms 

of structure and exterior façades (Jodidio, 2010: 9). Punta della Dogana is faced as an exercise “(...) 

that highlights a series of historical layers (...)” (cit. in. Jodidio, 2010: 23), with that in mind, Ando reused 

and reintegrated many of the original materials and invited specialists to restore specific elements of the 

customs house. While Ando worked exclusively on the preexisting building, Koolhaas developed a 

project that combined the preexisting structures with new ones. After analysing the state of the buildings 

in the compound OMA’s team agreed that for most of the existing structures they were perfectly 

functional and  there was not a necessity to make alterations, apart from creating new accesses. 

However, Koolhaas had to face the update of building regulations in Milan, after the 2009 earthquake in 

Aquila, which meant the old buildings had to be adapted to the new laws regarding the anti-seismic 
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regulations for buildings on urban ground. As a result, it was decided to highlight all the structural 

elements added to the preexisting buildings with contrasting colours. 

Regarding the exhibition space, Punta della Dogana and Fondazione Prada end up reflecting 

different stands on the space granted for the exhibit of art. On one hand, Tadao Ando fully contradicts 

the white cube model, commonly used for the exhibition of contemporary art, and gives back power to 

the surrounding context, through the exposed materials, natural light and the views over Venice. On the 

other hand, Rem Koolhaas adapts classical typologies for art exhibition such as the white cube, the 

industrial site, and the open space, and adds new technologies, openings and materials, renovating 

these spaces. The complex aims to have a varied repertoire of configurations: wide spaces, confined 

spaces, horizontal, vertical, open, closed.  

Besides the rehabilitation and refurbishment done in each project, both François Pinault 

Foundation, as well as, Fondazione Prada strive to be integrated and accepted by local communities, 

promoting local scale events, family activities and organising open days for visitors. Both foundations 

have established relations with local entities such as schools and universities to promote professional 

formation.  

On the fourth chapter, where the conclusions are stated, regarding the architectural approach 

of converting preexisting buildings into museums, it is clear that this attitude is not new to the museum 

institution since it is being done since the 18th century. However, the character and the conditions of 

the transformed buildings have been changing, just like the technology and techniques used to do so. 

In both study-cases, the architectural approaches developed by the chosen architects can exceed the 

typology of art museums. While Tadao Ando succeeded on introducing contemporary architecture into 

the historic centre of Venice, respecting the past and the local traditions, Rem Koolhaas showed that 

the reuse of preexisting buildings does not have to deny the interaction with new architecture, even 

gaining from that diversity.  

From the comparison of the two projects it is also clear that this kind of architectural approach 

can have a great impact of degraded or forgotten areas, and that contemporary art programmes allow 

them to be an active part of their cities once again.   
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