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david adjaye’s
mca denver opens
By David Hill

THE LOBBY, AS VIEWED FROM A SECOND-FLOOR CORRIDOR. 
ALTHOUGH THE BUILDING LACKS AN ATRIUM, IT DOES HAVE 
LIGHT WELLS THAT EXTEND TO SKYLIGHTS IN THE CEILING. 
PHOTO BY MARK SINK.

For much of its 11-year life, the Museum of 
Contemporary Art/Denver (MCA) has been 
overshadowed by the better-known Denver Art 
Museum. Most recently located in a former fish 
market downtown, it struggled to attract visitors—
despite some well-received shows put together by 
executive director and chief curator Cydney Payton. 
But on Sunday the museum will open its new, 
permanent home: a dark-gray glass box designed 
by the London-based architect David Adjaye, the 
rising star’s first public building in the United States.

The 27,000-square-foot structure sits on a tight 
corner lot in Denver’s Central Platte Valley. This 
former rail yard is now filled with new condos, 
shops, and parks. Adjaye, known in Europe for 
his creative use of industrial building materials, 
employed tinted glass for the museum’s exterior 
walls but added an interior skin of MonoPan, a 
translucent material made of woven recycled plastic 
and used in the fabrication of trailers and storage 
sheds, among other products. “It was something I 
encountered at a trade fair of motor cars,” Adjaye 
says. “I was blown away by this material.” The 
double-skin facade helps insulate the building 
while allowing filtered natural light to illuminate the 
galleries. It’s also one of many sustainable features, 
which include an evaporative cooling system and 
radiant floor heating. Visitors who use bicycles 
or public transportation to access the museum 
will receive a discount on admission. The MCA is 
expected to earn a LEED Gold rating. ART WORK BY CHRIS OFILI HANGS IN ONE OF SIX GALLERIES 

IN THE NEW MUSEUM. PHOTO BY GRANT LEIGHTON.



Visitors enter the building through an opening in its glass exterior wall that leads to a ramp and then a glass 
door. Inside, there’s no space-wasting atrium, though some vertical spaces reach to skylights on the ceiling. 
A single, economical elevator serves both visitors and freight. Working creatively on a tight budget of $15.9 
million, Adjaye used inexpensive materials—such as concrete, plywood, steel, drywall, and recycled wood—
for the interiors. On three floors, he created six self-contained galleries for exhibits, with light-filled “respite 
corridors”—which he says are designed to give visitors time to pause before moving to the next gallery—
running along the MonoPan walls. Strategically placed windows allow views of Denver’s thriving downtown.

Next door to the museum, Adjaye designed a steel-clad house for developer Mark Falcone, an MCA board 
member who donated land for the new building. Adjaye calls this little-publicized house a “counterpoint” to 
the museum. An alley between the two structures creates a small public space, though technically it’s a fire lane.

Adjaye has designed a number of houses for artists and collectors, including a studio in the Fort Greene 
section of Brooklyn—his only other U.S. project. His larger works, such as the Idea Store in London and the 
Nobel Peace Center in Oslo, Norway, also have a cultural focus. But for someone so closely associated with 
art and artists, he’s never before designed an art museum. He calls the MCA “incredibly significant, because 
the art world for me is something that I’ve been invested in.”

THE NEW MUSEUM OF CONTEMPORARY ART IN DENVER, DESIGNED BY BRITISH ARCHITECT DAVID ADJAYE. SHOWN IN THIS 
RECENT PHOTO, TAKEN WHILE THE BUILDING WAS STILL UNDER CONSTRUCTION, THE MAIN ENTRANCE WAS AMONG THE 
LAST ELEMENTS TO BE FINISHED IN ADVANCE OF THE MUSEUM’S OPENING ON OCTOBER 28. PHOTO BY MARK SINK.


