
The new International Museum of Astronomy will be located 
approximately a 15-minute drive east from the town of San 
Pedro de Atacama on the way to the ALMA astronomical facility. 
The museum is located almost wholly underground, with only a 
circular concrete arch reaching for the sky, behind a small ridge, 
visible from the main road. Thus the museum does not disturb 
the spectacular surrounding landscape and its facilities, pro-
tected from the sun, can be kept cool energy-efficiently while 
simultaneously minimizing light pollution.

Shaping the Site

to experience Space through architecture –
a new aStronomical muSeum for chile

planS 1:1 000
1. To ensure the integrity of the place,  our approach is to merge with 
the existing landscape.  An area which is a bit hidden by small hills 
from the main road is chosen.
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2. The ground is pushed down to creat a space for the museum.

3. The museum building is constructed underground, leaving a circular 
opening at the edges.

4. A spherical planeterium is put in the middle as the glowing core of 
the museum; on top a viewing platform is placed for visitors to view 
the starry sky.

5.  Circulation is arranged around the planetarium to enable visitors 
to spectate the ever-changing sphere. Two vertical shafts for lifts and 
stairs are attached to the main space.

6. Exhibition areas are arranged around the core. The route of the 
exhibition leads people gradually below ground.
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Inspired by science fiction and minimalist contemporary mu-
seum architecture, the layout of the museum is circular, with 
a large spherical planetarium in the middle of the building. The 
inside of the planetarium is used for various performances, 
while the outside functions as a spherical screen, giving a truly 
spectacular display of spatial phenomena to museum visitors–
morphing from a view of deep space to a nebula, a massive Sun 
or the Earth. Circulation and flexible exhibition, research, and 
seminar spaces are arranged around it. Spherical screens are 
existing technology, but the size of the sphere is a novelty.

The shape of the museum helps in controlling the climate: the 
museum also works as a well, preserving the small amount of 
rain received. From a circular slit, light and water penetrate 
underground, while the water is collected to a large, reflecting 
pool under the planetarium. This water can be used for different 
functions in the bulding, but is also forms a beautiful architectur-
al element. Cold air flows into the building through the circular 
slit, while hot air rises up from the middle through the core, 
effectively cooling the building. 

While the spaces themselves allow for a more traditional exhi-
bition arrangement when necessary, the focus of the museum is 
on interactivity and experimentation. On the top floor, a large 
central space welcomes visitors with a circular opening to the 
sky. In this space, visitors can experience the night sky with vari-
ous telescopes with the help of museum staff. Below, apart from 
the planetarium itself, exhibitions will be interactive and use the 
latest technology, taking the visitor on a journey through differ-
ent aspects of astronomy; possible themes are ”exploration”, 
”history of astronomy”, ”scale in space”, ”past and future of the 
universe” with a special regard for children.  ALMA staff should 
have an important role in the museum, and special science 
spaces are reserved for them.

Circulation follows a logical route, with visitors descending 
gradually to the lowest level, from which they can take an eleva-
tor back up to the top floor.  There they are served by a mu-
seum shop and restaurant. Especially the lowest floor, which has 
plenty of free space, can be used for temporary exhibitions. The 
spaces surrounding the core are flexible and can be rearranged 
as needs of the museum change. 
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