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Art 1: Architectural Visual Essay 

 For the architectural visual essay, I visited the Iris & B. Gerald Cantor Center for the 

Visual Arts, located on the Stanford University campus. Completed in 1894, the geometrically 

shaped museum has been rearchitected and rebuilt over the years after major earthquakes. The 

large-scale museum building is situated on the north side of campus next to the McMurtry 

Building that supports the Art and Art History departments and the Anderson Collection building 

that houses Stanford’s contemporary artworks. The two-story building has a rectangular frontal 

block leading to a three-door entrance and has two broad building wings on the left and right-

hand sides, creating geometric symmetry and harmonious balance.  

With “Leland Stanford Junior Museum” in capital letters engraved on the building’s 

frieze (wide horizontal level above the columns) like that of the Roman Pantheon, the frontal 

building block has a wide thirteen-step stairway leading to four equidistant Greek-inspired Ionic 

columns in front of an enclosure which has an additional yet smaller set of four Ionic columns 

inset into the front museum wall, that has three tall double-door bronze entryways between the 

four columns. Each of the bronze doors contains four images with a picture frame-style border 

and includes bronze reliefs showcasing architectures from Greece like the Parthenon, from Egypt 

like the Great Pyramid, and from Italy like the Colosseum. The middle of the left-wing building 

has four sets of three tall, tinted windows that have a black crisscross pattern, and separated by 

two rectangular columns. Above each set of windows is a large colorful Renaissance-style 

artwork with a thick golden border. The text for each painting from left to right is ‘Rome,’ 

‘Painting,’ ‘Architecture,’ and ‘Egypt.’ At the end of the left building is an attached but offset 

frontal block building with four elevated equidistant rectangular columns with windows in 

between and a triangular building top with what appears to be a tiled artwork. Symmetrical with 
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the left-wing, the right building wing has the same architecture. However, the four middle 

artworks are different and have the following text from left to right - ‘Cyprus,’ ‘Sculpture,’ 

‘Archaeology,’ and ‘Process and Civilization.’ At the same level as the top of the front stairway, 

on the left and right, are two Greek life-sized white-marble sculptures.  

The museum building is one of the earliest structures with steel-reinforced concrete that 

was ‘cast-in-place’ and has a Neoclassical architecture with its simple geometric shape 

(rectangular), Greek columns, flat roof, and grand scale. Throughout the building’s architecture, 

one can find many circular or rectangular columns of various sizes along with post-and-lintel 

construction (two posts supporting a crosspiece). The front block has an exterior colonnade (row 

of columns) of four circular columns with Ionic order architecture. Each column’s platform is a 

relatively thick square stylobate that sits on the mezzanine floor above the stairway. On the 

platform is the column, which includes a circular three-ring base, a shaft that is smooth with no 

fluting (column grooves) and tapers at the bottom and more noticeably at the top like the 

columns of the Parthenon, and the top of the shaft has a capital with a scroll-like volute and 

abacus (flat upper slab).  

Above the columns, one finds the entablature (top level of Greek order), which includes a 

standard tiered architrave (weight-bearing element) and a frieze (decorated horizontal section) on 

which the original museum name is engraved, and on top is a cornice (horizontal crown). Instead 

of a traditional sloped roof, the front block building has an inset rectangular feature with a relief 

of two rectangular versions of the columns on both sides of the feature with a flat roof. Similarly, 

somewhat equidistant of both sides of the four exterior columns are two rectangular versions of 

the columns that protrude from the side exterior walls. However, the capitals are rectangular and 

have a low relief patterned design. In stark contrast to the beige coloring of the sandstone bricks, 
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the two life-sized white marble statues on both sides of the stairway were produced by Italian 

sculptor Antonio Frilli in 1890. On the left, the male sculpture wearing a Greek robe is labeled 

‘Menander’, a Greek dramatist and comedy writer. He is seated on a large geometric and 

mathematically shaped (pi legged) chair in a relaxed, informal body position with one arm 

leaning on top of the chair. The female sculpture on the right is labeled ‘Fede’ (Faith), an Italian 

Renaissance still-life painter. She is seated in an upfront and formal position, face looking 

directly forward, and dressed in a conservative draped robe, holding a book with a cross in low 

relief.  

Like the front block building of The White House with four Ionic order columns and two 

building wings, the museum's architecture has similarities to that of the Parthenon, which many 

considers the symbolic icon of rationality and the power of the people and represents the 

birthplace of democracy. The function of the architecture to symbolize these ideals appears to be 

similar but perhaps applied more specifically to fine works of art for public benefit. The 

museum’s exterior stand-alone artworks contrast with the relief artworks located on the 

Parthenon’s frieze, but the impact is similar in highlighting certain historical ideals, events, and 

themes. Most of Stanford’s other buildings have a Romanesque style (that has Greek 

foundations) with Spanish Mission influences like its beige sandstone and red tile roofs. 

Although the museum does not have Stanford’s ubiquitous red tile roofs, its building materials, 

coloring, and Greek architectural elements blend in well with other campus architecture and the 

tree-filled landscape. 
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Exhibit 1 

Pictures taken by Ethan Kim of the Iris & B. Gerald Cantor Center for the Visual Arts 
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