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Editor’s note: The full text of  
jury comments may be found at  

www.architects.org/awards.

JURY COMMENTS:
The architects and the client understood that the function and meaning of museums 
require re-examination if they are to remain relevant in this era. Until recently, the 
museum, as a building type, was a civic but introverted warehouse for viewing art. At the 
ICA, the architect/client team created a building that feels like a cultural and educational 
center, open and welcome to the public, which also serves as a showcase for modern art. 
The ICA determined that involving the community in new outreach programs is a way 
for a museum to be more viable today.

In the context of Boston, it is especially refreshing to see a new civic building that  
has such a close relationship to its site, in this case Boston Harbor. One approaches the 
ICA, soon to be surrounded by more buildings, by a side entrance that treats the public 
approach to the water and the building entry evenhandedly. One can enjoy the public 
waterfront or enter the museum, where there are occasional views of the harbor as  
one moves through the galleries. Each major space — the theater, the “mediatheque” 
room, and the harborfront gallery — reveals different controlled views of the water  
and of the city. 

The risks taken by the designers were rewarded. No other building in greater Boston 
has this form or this gesture to the harbor. The gallery, clad in translucent channel glass, 
illuminated at night and still somewhat ephemeral during the day, is elevated above the 
surrounding context, suggesting even from afar that it is a destination of importance. 
Once there, it is an internal space, intended for the visitor’s exclusive focus on the art. 
Occasionally, one can leave the gallery for a glimpse of the water in the mediatheque 
room or a view of the city on the top floor.

A museum of this stature and location requires a certain level of finish and quality of 
materials. With their relatively limited budget, the architects needed to be inventive in 
their use of materials while maintaining an overall economy. Evidence of this economical 
approach is apparent in the polished concrete floors of many rooms, simple drywall-clad 
galleries, and the mechanical systems in their most cost-effective location on the roof. 
The architects chose to direct their energies to the creation of a large room-size glass 
elevator that takes visitors up to the galleries, an enclosure system that can slide completely 
out of the way to open the restaurant out to the boardwalk, and a theater that has a 
curtainwall on two sides but that can be fully darkened as needed for performances. The 
descending steps of the theater continue outside the building, becoming a teak seating 
area facing the harbor and the outdoor performance space. 

The decision to recommend the ICA for this award was a polarizing one for the 
committee. The dissenting voices found the building to be an unnecessarily showy 
effort that happened to benefit from a beautiful site. The galleries, which were purposely 
understated to avoid competition with the art, were perceived by some jurors as lost 
opportunities. Nevertheless, the building’s powerful relationship to the water and its 
inventive economy of means give it a special quality.
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