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DUCK OR DECORATED SHED? 
Is the Johnson Museum of Art at Cornell University an example of a “duck” or a “decorated shed”? 
 
In their seminal work “Learning from Las Vegas”, Venturi, Izenour, and Scott Brown (1977) grouped architectural works 
into two categories describing the relationship of function to the architecture1: the duck and the decorated shed.2 
 

Ducks are symbols in of themselves, their function not needing to be explained by signage, as it is already 
evident in the shape and form of the building. They can often be quite sculptural, as in the case of the “Big 
Duck” building to which the category owes its name. The building’s architecture clearly reflects its function, to 
sell ducks and eggs, in a manner so blatant it is nearly comical. Most classical buildings, like gothic cathedrals, 
are also ducks. If one looks at them in plan, one finds that they have the shape of a Latin cross. The religious 
purpose of the building is literally written into its foundations. While the cathedrals are indeed heavily 
ornamented, this ornamentation can be considered part of the structure, and thus a part of the symbolic 
architecture. 

 
Decorated sheds are the opposite of ducks. These are generic structures whose purpose is revealed by signs; 
the symbolism and ornamentation is applied, rather than integral. Any number of examples come to mind if one 
merely pictures the nondescript, block-like architecture of city stores. Their blandness makes decorated sheds 
adaptable, a convenient trait in urban settings, as spaces are constantly changing owners and function. Simply 
replacing a sign is considerably easier than redefining a store’s architecture.  

 
In short, ducks’ form follows function, while decorated sheds’ form is generic and independent of function, 
which is instead relayed by signage. 
 
To determine whether the architecture of the Johnson (Figures 1, 2) represents its function, I will first try to define what 
that function is. An art museum has several3, but I have selected three for the purpose of this essay. 
 

• Exhibition: it should provide public access to art, in as visually appealing a manner as possible4. 
• Collection: an art museum should provide a safe environment for owning and caring for art5. 
• Education and research: it should be a resource for students and the public, allowing them to learn about 

art and its history. 
 

Of course, in addition to the above, an art museum also employs people, acts as a source of income, etc., but as these 
functions do not relate as closely to the architecture as the above, I will not focus on them here. Moreover, the greater 
part of this analysis will concern itself with the main part of the Johnson, not the wing lobby, which serves a different 
function as explained below. 

 
  

                                                
1 “The Architectural Mirror: Ducks and Sheds.” N.p., n.d. Web. 23 July 2017. 
2 Venturi, Robert, Steven Izenour, and Denise Scott Brown. Learning from Las Vegas - Revised Edition: The Forgotten 

Symbolism of Architectural Form. revised edition edition. Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT Press, 1977. Print. 
3 “Home | Herbert F. Johnson Museum of Art.” N.p., n.d. Web. 23 July 2017. 

4 Interestingly, this function arose after the French revolution, when the churches and palaces traditionally used 
to collect art were ransacked. 

5 “2 CFR 3187.3 - Definition of a Museum.” LII / Legal Information Institute. N.p., n.d. Web. 23 July 2017. 

Figure 1: Layout of the Johnson (source: 
http://museum.cornell.edu/visit) 

Figure 2: Elevation of the Johnson 
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Exhibition 
 
The first function, exhibition, is probably the most apparent. The Johnson divides its 
exhibition spaces into permanent and temporary. The permanent exhibitions are held 
above ground on the first, second, and fifth floors (Figure 1), while the basement is 
reserved for seasonal exhibits. The division between the two is defined by the 
building’s architecture.  
 
First, the permanent exhibition spaces make use of the dramatic, almost brutalist 
forms of the concrete building to draw attention to specific pieces. This relationship 
is enabled by the fact that the position of the art doesn’t change,  
• hence a Calder may be hung beneath a skylight that reflects off its metal fins 

(Figure 10), and 
• the Walking Man II by Alberto Giacometti, one of the prized pieces of the museum, 

can be beautifully framed by a narrow window behind it, the light casting its 
shadow into the corridor ahead.  

 
The use of light in a space is also specific to the artwork that inhabits it.  
• Contemporary art, such as the three Roy Lichtenstein paintings that hang on the 

atrium wall across from the gallery walkway, make use of the natural light and large 
space that surrounds them to draw the viewer’s attention (Figure 8). 
• On the other hand, a darker alcove protects a vast wall of Renaissance oil paintings 

from the damaging sunlight.  
 
While dramatic and beautiful in their own right, the spaces created by the Johnson’s concrete architecture are tailored 
to the art that inhabits them, thus enhancing rather than detracting from their aesthetic value. Finally, the architecture 
is integrated with the art in the sculpture court.  
• The position of Gormley’s sculptures in relation to the broad Ithaca landscape enhances their social message by 

putting it in literal context with the real world (Figure 9).  
• Also, with Leo Villarreal’s “Cosmos” installation, consisting of 12,000 LED lights (Figure 4) built into the ceiling of the 

sculpture court, art is integrated into the architecture6.  
 

The architecture of the basements is more akin to that of a 
decorated shed. They are used for temporary exhibitions because 
of their flexibility, allowing one exhibition to replace another in the 
same way urban shops change owners, and consequently, 
functions. For example, many of the walls are made out of 
sheetrock, a relatively thin covering that is much easier to hammer 
nails into than concrete7. Second, the exhibition rooms are bland, 
rectangular, and large, their layout modifiable with the use of 
moveable walls. This allows the spaces to accommodate any 
artwork as necessary, including huge installations such as the 
current “Empathy Academy: Social Practice and the Problem of 
Objects”, a huge still life made out of suspended artefacts, 
multimedia, sculpture, and two-dimensional work. In contrast to 
the very specific duck-like architecture of the permanent 
exhibition spaces, the temporary exhibition rooms are flexible and 
generic, which allows the museum staff to renew their function 
every semester. 

 
  

                                                
6 “Leo Villareal: Cosmos | Herbert F. Johnson Museum of Art.” N.p., n.d. Web. 23 July 2017. 
7 The Johnson Museum is poured entirely out of unreinforced concrete, a striking structural oddity. 

Figure 4: LED Light Display 

Figure 3: Miscellaneous Sketches of 
Space, Iconographic Silhouette 
Sticker 
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Collection 
 
One of the great appeals of the Johnson museum is its impressive 
collection, which spans several thousand years in a rich 
representation of historical and contemporary art. Most of the 
collection is not in fact shown in the gallery space, but kept in storage 
facilities. There are thus three main ways the architecture of the 
Johnson interacts with the collection: in galleries, the visible storage 
gallery, and the storage facilities. By being flexible enough to 
accommodate all three, the Johnson’s design allows it to effectively 
house the art collection. An interesting contrast is made between the 
exhibition galleries and the visible storage gallery, as the use of space 
is quite different. Artwork in the main galleries is spread out enough 
that each piece can become a focal point, while the pieces in the 
visible storage gallery are more cramped (Figure 5). The focus is on 
volume rather than individual works. Furthermore, their relationship 
to the audience replicates that in storage facilities by being 
numerically sorted, rather than individually named and explained. In 
the visible storage gallery, the Johnson does not exhibit individual 
pieces but the size of its collection. This is permitted by the generic architecture of the room, which, like the temporary 
exhibition spaces, is in the basement, and bland, stepping into the background so as not to distract from the intensity 
of the collection. 
 
Education and Research 
 
Education and research is facilitated by the museum both digitally and physically. Its website allows access to all 
collection items, with detailed explanations. A similar experience is created in the temporary exhibition spaces, as 
stories that the art tells are relayed through placards and signs. The permanent exhibitions, however, go a step further, 
and fully integrate the educational experience with the pieces, in a reflection of the integration of the architecture with 
the art. Museum patrons are encouraged to embark on a multimedia exploration of the collection, through audio or 
augmented by the information on the website. Aside from this, the Johnson offers several educational programs and 
courses, some of which deal with the place of the object in relation to the museum, which, as I have shown in this 
essay, is essential to consider if the art is to be presented properly. 
 
 
The Exterior of the Johnson 
 
The Johnson itself is turned into a sculpture, an artwork, a very duck-like characteristic. 
 
The exterior of the Johnson is definitively sculptural. Its geometric, unique architecture, iconised by its logo, is distinct 
and sculptural. Through its contrast with the Ithaca landscape and the older buildings of the Stone Row that neighbour 
it, the Johnson seems to be declaring an almost revolutionary intent. In this respect, the museum itself can be 
considered a piece of art, making it natural that its function be to house art. Moreover, the Johnson does not clash 
with its context. Rather, its architecture acknowledges the landscape around it and even draws attention to it with 
large panoramic windows on the fifth floor (Figure 6), turning the Ithaca hills into a piece of art in their own right. Thus, 
the Johnson becomes part of the environment, and in a respect begins to represent it. It has become a symbol of 
Cornell and the academic atmosphere of the university, an atmosphere which promotes the protection and sharing of 
art from cultures across the globe.  

Figure 5: Visible Storage Gallery 

Figure 6: Panoramic view from the 5th Floor 
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The Wing Lobby 
 
As a quick footnote to my discussion of the duck or decorated shed nature 
of the Johnson I want to mention the wing lobby. This is a separate building 
connected to the Johnson by an underground tunnel, but, in comparison to 
its mother-building, is wholly a decorated shed. This is because the wing 
lobby serves a different function to the main museum, the space typically 
being rented for parties, host lectures and classes, and not to display art. The 
architecture is just as sculptural, featuring a sweeping curved balcony set 
against angular staircases (Figure 7), but the shapes rather draw attention to 
themselves and the spaces they create than to a focal point that might be 
inhabited by an artwork, as in the permanent exhibition spaces next door. The 
building is more open, featuring few walls to hang art from, and a large glass 
wall provides a pleasant view on a small garden. In relation to these dramatic 
architectural statements, the two gorgeous Australian aboriginal paintings 
hanging on a wall seem to be decorative afterthoughts. The wing lobby’s 
function, vague and adaptable to different events, is certainly not to display 
art. 
 
In conclusion, the Johnson is largely a duck, a sculptural object whose purposes, to exhibit, collect, and educate about 
art are enhanced by every aspect of the architecture. Certain parts of it, however, have to work as decorated sheds to 
allow the spaces to adapt to changing functions. These spaces are kept distinct from the main museum through 
physical separation,  
 

• the temporary exhibition rooms restricted to the basements, while  
• the wing lobby is an entirely separate building.  

 
It is no surprise, therefore, that it is the main body of the building that has become an international symbol for the 
Johnson Museum of Art. It is, after all, the duck in the room. 
 
 
 
 
Further Images: The careful positioning of art in the permanent exhibition spaces 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Figure 7: The Interior of the Wing Lobby 

Figure 8: Lichtenstein 

Figure 9: Gormley Figure 10: Calder 
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