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798CUBE Art Museum, a renovation project, is
located inside 798 Art Zone adjacent to Pace Art
Museum and Minsheng Museum of Modern Art,
both were also designed by ZHU Pei in 2009 and
2016 separately.

The idea of the art museum begins with the
sensitive and in-depth observation of surroundings
in a specific area, and the original old industrial
plants are retained as many as possible. On this
basis, new buildings are injected, so as to create
the tension between the new and old buildings, and
complement each other with surrounding industrial
buildings.

The design of the art museum traces the texture
of the original industrial heritage, adopts a series of
cubes to shape the order of orthogonal geometric
shapes and reflects the construction and planning
logic of 798 Art Zone. It is particularly worth men-
tioning that the magically variable central courtyard
transforms the original square surrounded by the
3 sides of industrial plants into a relatively closed
central courtyard with the help of an independent
cast-in-situ concrete wall. The huge steel beam
sliding crane spans the concrete walls from north to
south. It can not only hang art installations, but also
a mechanical traction device, which opens canvas
with natural drooping, approximate inverted arch
and variable shape one by one. According to the
weather and sunshine angle, these inverted arch
canvas can be opened and closed at will for shad-
ing and rain protection. It is a place where people
gather, a venue for the opening ceremony and an
outdoor exhibition.

Once again, the design concept explored
columnless, horizontally extended structural forms
and tectonic expressiveness. The 2 newly built exhi-

EESiEENiEENNENEEE

bition halls adopt the columnless long-span cast-
in-situ concrete structure. One is the arched curved
beam, which is diffused from the adjacent 2 arches
with the natural sky light. The other is the concrete
multi ribbed beam to convey the characteristics of
the material itself.

Between the 2 newly constructed galleries
and the old red brick factory building, a nearly
14-m-high vertical cubic column space with natural
sky light is inserted, with neutral white walls on
the east, old red brick masonry walls on the north
and west, and a wide transparent passenger and
freight elevator on the south, which acts as a pivot
of the museum’s interior space, connecting spac-
es at different elevations. It is also like a light well,
inserted directly into the deepest, darkest part of
the building. When the visitor is standing inside, one
can clearly perceive the relationship between the
old and new buildings, and the change of elevation
of each space. A thin fair-faced concrete “skywalk”,
accompanied by steps of varying heights, wanders
away from the 4 walls, winding and spiraling down,
gradually evolving into a staircase that naturally
connects the foyer, the upper gallery, the lecture
front hall, and the lower gallery.

The view through the transparent glass passen-
ger and cargo elevators reveals the working state
of the artworks in the logistics area, an attempt to
integrate the mysterious working scene behind the
museum into the public space.

This museum design also captures the material
characteristics of industrial plants in 798 Art Zone,
takes cast-in-situ concrete and red brick as the main
materials, and highlights the construction charac-
teristics of the joint and transformation between the
structural form and the partition wall.
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Breaking Through Boundaries,

——i5798CUBEEAETIHFERITRES

a Dynamic Interpretation of Publicity of Art Museums:
Interview with ZHU Pei, Chief Architect of 798CUBE Art Museum

ReE: PRERZRERERRE . 808, RERNIRITSESHAOUIEA
ZHU Pei: Dean and Professor of the Central Academy of Fine Arts,
School of Architecture; Founder of Studio Zhu Pei
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With the completion and opening of the 798CUBE Art
Museum, your third industrial heritage renovation work at
798 in Beijing now officially meets the public. Could you
share with us your story with the 798 Art Zone?

In 2003, | met with an important Chinese curator, PI Li, at
798, which was the first time for me to be there personally.
Back then there were not many artists in the area. | was
impressed by the nature of the 798 industrial buildings,
unpolished, simple, and authentic.

In 2005, | was invited by the Guggenheim Foundation to
work on the Guggenheim Abu Dhabi project, so | was fortu-
nate to be able to visit some of the best art museum build-
ings around the world, especially the Massachusetts Museum
of Contemporary Art (MASS MoCA) in Williamstown. The
austere, simple, and straightforward qualities of the industrial
buildings coincide with the neutrality and inclusiveness
that art museum spaces should have, which were amply
demonstrated by the success of a number of projects that
emerged in the 1980s and 1990s. If the Arsenale armory
was used as a temporary pan-exhibition space at the first
Venice Architecture Biennale in 1980, then MASS MoCA
was a successful precedent of transforming an old industrial

building into a fully-functioning art museum. Its pioneering
status established gradually through the years, allowed me
to see the great potential hidden in industrial heritage, which
has subsequently become an inspiration for the architectural

REMARZEARIEZR Interior of Minsheng Museum of Modern Art
© H#RT FANG Zhenning

{RERZEARIEZ A Interior of Pace Art Museum
© SREENIZITESFR Studio Zhu Pei

design of the Minsheng Museum of Modern Art and the
798CUBE Art Museum.

From 2005 to 2016, | focused on the study and archi-
tectural design of art galleries and museums, especially on
renovation experiments. | visited and investigated many art
museums around the world. Among my museum renovation
projects, the Pace Art Museum, the Minsheng Museum of
Modern Art, and the 798CUBE Art Museum, all of which are
located in the 798 Art Zone and are part of the industrial
heritage, have benefited from collaborations with artists and
art curators. The idea of the 798CUBE Art Museum came
into shape during my discussion with Pl Li and HOU Hanru
on the potential of the 798 industrial heritage and the future
of art museums. We were all very interested in the unique
qualities of the industrial buildings at 798. Their austerity,
simplicity and authenticity provided an opportunity to
define a new concept for art museums. At the same time,
we were keenly aware that the numerous galleries and art
museums, large and small, within the 798 zone, including a
number of high-quality art spaces, such as the UCCA Center
for Contemporary Art, Pace Art Museum, Galleria Continua,
and the Minsheng Museum of Modern Art which sits just
across the street, have expanded the boundaries of art
museums in varying degrees.

With the development of the 798 Art Zone, | have
always been reflecting on and studying the possibilities of
art museums. At the same time, | have been working on
projects for art museums and heritage buildings. Therefore,
the different aspects were interrelated with one another and
there is a strong tie between me and the 798 Art Zone.

The value of industrial heritage buildings includes the
inherent and the creative, while reshaping the value of

the original buildings is an important element in such
renovation projects. In your opinion, what are the inherent
values and characteristics of the industrial heritage building
at 7987

Some of the industrial building that remains at 798 are
classic, including those with red brick for outer wall cladding,
concrete structure and north-facing skylight vaults, while
others are common warehouses. The Pace Gallery was
originally a classic factory workshop, its structure well-de-
signed and constructive with a high level of solidity and
quality. Built in the 1950s, this group of industrial buildings
was designed by architects from the then East Germany in a
straightforward approach. Its structural form was the archi-
tectural form; the cast-in-place reinforced concrete formed
the structure of the building; and the red bricks made for the
non-load-bearing outer wall cladding. It had no hypocritical
pretense but offered a very critical perspective, which
strongly demonstrated a value approach of modernist archi-
tecture. If you see those classic buildings, you will definitely
feel the power. From a cultural perspective, it has also been
a rare and unparalleled classic project for China, a country
that has not experienced the modernist architecture move-
ment, either back in the 1950s and 1960s or today, when the
country has become highly urbanized. | think architecture is
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NS5 GE Loading dock and storage © R ZHU Runzi

really about returning to the origin and seeking truth. There
is a lot that we could learn from these industrial buildings
that have preserved the characteristics of architecture and
art. The industrial buildings at 798 should be an important
lesson for young students who aspire to become good
architects.

The original site of the 798CUBE Art Museum was located
on the northern edge of the area, in a small unloading yard sur-
rounded by temporary warehouses on the east, north and west
sides. The yard was completely abandoned when | first visited.
What’s more, these warehouses have been through several
renovations. A large number of glass walls, glass roofs and steel
structures were all intermingled with no logic of construction
or tectonic concept, which presented a sense of frustration
and struggle between the crude and the chic. What was on the
inside resembled a flower greenhouse and a vegetable shed at
the same time, which could neither withstand the summer heat
nor the winter wind. There was hardly any value left. Therefore,
| think that real value must be found in unseen places. In the
middle of the original site was the loading and unloading area,
surrounded by warehouses. We choose to keep and follow this
context to explore the value of industrial buildings.

As an initiator and practitioner of “Architecture of Nature”,
many of your projects focus on the relationship between
site, climate and architecture. Could you tell us more about
how your philosophy is reflected in the construction logic
of the 798CUBE Art Museum project?

“Architecture of Nature” is an architectural philosophy |
proposed, which consists of 2 clues and 5 dimensions. The 2
clues are root and innovation.

Root refers to the unique culture of the site. For example,
798 has its own culture or DNA. 798CUBE Art Museum inherits
the unique straightforward planning context and simplistic
construction logic of the industrial plants at 798. By strictly
following the form of the original buildings, the design shapes
a series of cube systems with orthogonal geometry, like a
number of boxes standing. It is therefore named the CUBE.
Based on the unique construction and root of 798, the CUBE
embodies a poetic architectural form. The viewers are shown
the structural relationship of how the forces in the vault and
ribbed beam are transferred to the reinforced concrete shear
wall, as well as the material relationship between brick and
concrete, with an organic spatial integration and clear logic of
construction.

Another clue in “Architecture of Nature” is innovation,
which is to create a new art gallery experience. Can the
798CUBE Art Museum find a breakthrough point within the
restrictions of the three-dimensional form of the original build-
ing? The approach has been entirely different from the design
process of Pace Art Museum and Minsheng Museum of Modern
Art. The gallery is pushed to the extreme in two dimensions.
One is a top-lit, cube-shaped classic gallery space with a width
of 12-16 m and a clear height of 5 m mainly for exhibiting visual
artworks, such as modern paintings and sculptures. The other
is a flexible space with no height limitation, mainly for large-
scale installation works. In the practice of the philosophy of
“Architecture of Nature”, the 798CUBE Art Museum has made
many unigue and creative contributions.

We noticed that you have designed a transparent glass
passenger and cargo elevator in the pavilion so that
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visitors to the exhibition area can also see the public place
where goods are loaded and unloaded. What are your
considerations for this attempt of integrating into the
public space?

What traditionally needs to be hidden away in an art
museum has the potential to be displayed today. We show
the public how a museum used to operate behind the
scenes so that the public understands how the artworks in
the museum were transported, loaded and unloaded, and
restored.

Why do people go to art museums? Is it to see the artists’
works, experience the cultural and artistic vibes by interacting
with the artworks, or engage in discussions and activities to-
gether? The public is not only the user of the museum but also
the builder. It is a very important idea for me if we can bring
the museum and the public into an integral whole. In many of
my projects, | try to make the so-called private public, that is, to
break through the definition and boundary of architecture.

The huge transparent freight elevator for artworks in the
798CUBE Art Museum offers the possibility of multifunctional
use, both as a freight elevator and as a passenger elevator. It is
located between the vertical atrium and the loading platform
area. Standing in the atrium, the public can not only see the
artworks going up and down in the transparent elevator, but
also observe the status of artworks in the loading and unload-
ing area. It has been an attempt to introduce the mysterious
work scene in the museum into the public space.

As a public art space in the city, what kind of interaction
exists between the museum building and the city?

The lack of systematic public space in today'’s cities is,
perhaps, the most important and essential problem of
urban space. Most of our urban spaces are fragmented and
non-public. Most of the spaces carry a kind of ownership,
using walls as clear boundaries. Roads are public, whereas
almost all other spaces are non-public. However, as cultural
buildings, art museums should break through the boundaries
and benefit society and the public. They should become
public spaces in the city. Instead of setting a clear boundary,
be it visible and invisible, art museums should bring people
in through the building itself and exhibitions, thus offering a
solution to the problem of the city today.

The 798CUBE Art Museum has not been open to the
public for quite some time since its completion. However, it has
attracted many people to come to the courtyard. They stop by,
take photos, and dance, etc., interpreting what they understand
to be the use of space. This has shaped a gray area between
the building and the city. The entire compound offers a wel-
coming gesture to the public. After the official opening, it still
features an everyday community style, where people can see
exhibitions, attend events, hold small-scale performances, and
put one performance art, etc. This coincides with the inclusive,
open, and symbiotic qualities that contemporary art explores.

From your perspective, how may architectural design
help an art museum to be sustainable and what are your
expectations for 798CUBE?

| believe that the contents and themes of the art museum’s
own exhibitions are critical. Traditional art museums focus
on traditional paintings from the Renaissance era, where
the paintings on the shelves tend to be relatively small.
Modernist paintings, small installations and sculptures are
often somewhat larger. Contemporary art exhibitions, espe-
cially minimalist and large-scale installations, and even earth
artworks are even larger. 798CUBE is a contemporary art
museum. It deals with classic and modernist paintings and
sculptures, as well as large-scale contemporary installations.
798CUBE recently joined hands with the Central Academy
of Fine Arts to launch the Beijing Art and Technology
Biennale, titled “Synthetic Ecology”. The biennale featured
50 renowned artists, scientists, and ecologists from around
the world to use cutting-edge technologies such as biotech-
nology, material science, digital technology, and emerging
media to inspire the public to reflect on how human beings
and nature may co-exist. Some subsequent exhibitions are
being planned by 798CUBE, all of which are about contem-
porary art.

In terms of the space of the building, the museum is
also able to offer variable spaces for public activities. The
798CUBE has a magically flexible central courtyard, defined
by the original loading site. The south side is separated from
the square on the west side of the Pace Art Museum by a
separate high reinforced concrete wall. The layout reinforces its
internal domain while transforming the original empty loading
yard, surrounded by the factory on three sides, into a relatively
enclosed central courtyard. As the concrete walls needed to be
poured in phases and at different periods, the walls were left
with several horizontal right-angle orthogonal split recesses.
These textures capture the orderly and concise quality of
the industrial buildings at 798 while maintaining a visual and
airflow connection to the square on the outside. A huge steel-
beam sliding crane spans across the north-south cast-in-place
reinforced concrete wall. The naturally sagging, anti-arched
canvas stretched on the crane can be opened and closed
depending on the weather or the angle of the sun to act as a
sun and rain shade. The cafeteria and bookstore facing west
towards the courtyard are equipped with huge transparent
glass walls. A mechanical device between the roof and the wall
can be rotated at any angle. In summer it can be adjusted into
a tilted wall to offer protection against the setting sun. In winter
it can form a horizontal roof, introducing warm sunlight into the
room. At night, it also serves as a background wall for project-
ed art. In addition, a door that can move horizontally is hidden
on the standalone reinforced concrete wall, which is convenient
for transporting super-large art installations to the courtyard.
Such flexibility makes this central courtyard not only a place for
people to gather, a venue for the opening ceremony but also
an outdoor theater and exhibition site that can be shaded from
the sun and rain.

The desire of artists and curators to navigate uncertain
spaces will be stimulated by the tension between the classic
museum space and the flexible multi-functional space, thus
making the museum space a part of their creative works to re-
alize the co-creative relationship between the public, artworks,
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and architectural space. At the opening ceremony of the first
exhibition at 798CUBE, the loading and unloading area, which
is traditionally abandoned in art museums, was set up as the
venue for the opening reception, and the artwork freight
elevator was also kept open. Visitors pass through the spaces
and stopped by, drinking wine and having heated discussions,
making the place a field that stimulates exchanges and sparks
inspiration. By removing the seating area in the lecture hall, a
wide and bright space was obtained for guests to attend the
dinner after the opening ceremony. The open area in front of
the entrance of the lecture hall provided ample performance
space for young dancers, while a large number of audiences
gathered on the concrete “overpass” originally used for traffic
circulation in the atrium. The re-creation of functions by artists
and curators in different scenarios will repeatedly stimulate the
public to have a deeper interpretation of the museum space
and then introduce more possibilities.

Art forms are diverse and artistic expression is constantly
evolving. The most important concept of art museums is about
how to achieve flexibility in future development through vari-
able and unspecified, incomplete spaces. By realizing multiple
possibilities in the details, the building can adapt to the artists’
works, take on different exhibitions, and help the art museum
to extend its life, thus achieving sustainable operation.

In your opinion, what are the future trends in the design of
art museums and art spaces in China?

How art is presented is becoming more and more diverse,
and the concepts of artworks are also becoming increasingly
richer: from classic sculptures to earth art, large-scale instal-
lations, and even multimedia art. The future development of
art museums will have to adapt to these new art contents
and expand the boundaries. The 798CUBE Art Museum
aims to stay relevant to contemporary times or to people’s
cultural life through future exhibitions, which was the initial
intention of building the museum.

In the past, an art museum was like a sacred temple. It was
a niche rather than a public place for ordinary people. Today an
increasingly important role has been given to art and culture
from a public perspective and an urban development perspec-
tive. Therefore, art museums should break boundaries and
adapt to the diversified development, becoming more public,
more popular, and more inclusive. In addition to the exhibition
function, it is also an important place for young people to learn
about art and about human civilization. It is also an academic
platform that has the capacity to bring artists, curators, and
cultural figures together.

(The article is translated by LIU Zilun)
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