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ARCHITECT YO MING PEI. THE ART OF 
ARCHITECTURE OF MUSEUM BUILDINGS

When discussing the topic of architectural struc-
ture and space, we can deeply understand two as-
pects: the fi rst is the concept of architectural space, 
the second is the internal structure of space that we 
experience in a building.

In terms of space, under the infl uence of the ba-
sic ideas of the fi rst generation of modernism and 
functionalism, a new style of architecture was born, 
extremely clean, rational, and a little cold. In addi-
tion, the industrial revolution provided modern ar-
chitecture with the necessary tools and new building 
materials such as reinforced concrete, pre-fabricat-
ed steel elements and fl at glass. These new mate-
rials completely changed the basic structure and 

construction methods, which led to the complete 
abandonment of decorative elements in modern ar-
chitecture. Following the principle of "decoration is 
sin" proposed by the Austrian architect Adolf Luce 
(Adolf Luce), these materials have made an inex-
pressible contribution to purifying the geometric 
form of the building.

I. M. Pei's fi rst art museum was designed in the 
1960s, and the architectural style of that time was 
strongly infl uenced by Pei's geometric style, which 
later became his characteristic feature. At the same 
time, the issues of coldness and rationality caused by 
abstract geometric architecture began to be ques-
tioned. Therefore, Pei's art museum initially did not 

Summary: Famous Chinese-American architect I.M. Pei 
was born in Guangdong, China in 1917.He traveled to the 
United States in 1935. Initially educated at the University 
of Pennsylvania, he continued his studies at the Massa-
chusetts Institute of Technology (Bachelor of Architecture 
in 1940) and Harvard Graduate School of Design (Mas-
ter of Architecture in 1946). I.M. Pei is widely praised for 
his bold design and clear geometric forms in his project. 
His career spanned 60 years and left many outstanding 
architectural works. I.M. Pei, revered as "the consummate 
master of modern architecture," his architectural philos-
ophy was deeply infl uenced by modern art. During that 
era, New York City was known as the center of modern 
art. Among them, abstract expressionism, conceptualism 
and minimalism were on full display here. Many famous 
artists held grand exhibitions here and established their 
own studios. I.M. Pei spent most of his life in this place. 
When American modern art reached its peak in New York, 
many architects decided to use primitive forms to convey 
a concise and powerful artistic language, which also be-

came their iconic design style. I.M. Pei's design philoso-
phy is global. He emphasized: "In the architectural design 
process, there are three key aspects that require special 
attention: the fi rst is the integration of the building with 
its environment; the second is how to handle space and 
form; and fi nally, from the user's point of view, to cor-
rectly solve functional problems. In this paper, the study 
analyzes the structural features of 12 architectural spac-
es of art museums designed by I.M. Pei in the context of 
the time line. It compares the similarities and diff erenc-
es in the spatial structure of the architecture of art mu-
seums built in the same time period as well as between 
diff erent historical eras. The study focuses on analyzing 
the form and content of space and draws on the theo-
retical framework of contemporary architecture, namely 
the concepts of space within modernism. As a result of 
the analysis, two key characteristics of Pei's architecture 
are highlighted: sculptural and geometric.

Keywords: I. M. Pei; museum of art; architectural art; 
space.
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use glass frame structures, but drew inspiration from 
Cobusier's sculptural designs to meet the needs of 
diversity of the simple

1. On the volume of buildings and the sculp-
tural nature of building materials

Numerous skyscrapers with fast-rising glass fa-
cades are the most striking example of the style of 
restrained internationalism in architectural design. 
However, when something goes to the extreme, peo-
ple quickly tire of the monotonous style and stale 
architectural patterns of modern architecture. The 
book by American architect Robert Venturi (Robert 
Venturi) "Complexity and Contradictions in Architec-
ture" and a book by Italian architect Aldo Rossi(Al-
do Rossi) "Urban Architecture", published in 1966, 
can be regarded as an attempt to revise architec-
tural design and urban reconstruction.

When I. M. Pei deeply studied the Miesian ar-
chitectural style, he found that the traditional "skin 
and bones" approach to design was too cold and 
lacked human warmth. This completely technical and 
functional method of architecture ignores the di-
verse confl icts in the urban environment and space 
structure, so it is unable to manifest the richness of 
spatial features. Therefore, I. M. Pei decided to com-
bine the diversity of space, functionality and tech-

nical materials using a more diverse language of 
forms to get out of the rectangular box of the Mie-
sian style. Beginning in the 1960s, the architectur-
al design of art museums began to make extensive 
use of Cobusier's sculptural techniques.

1.1 Sculptural texture in architecture
I. M. Pei's early works of art and museum build-

ing directly refl ect the sculptural style in their scale 
and materials. If you want to fi nd a prominent mem-
ber of the fi rst generation of modernist architects 
capable of introducing a sculptural element into 
their architectural works, it is undoubtedly Le Cor-
busier (Le Corbusier) who inspired by I. M. Pei and 
his own architectural ideas and methods, he suc-
cessfully went beyond the early "Misian" style in 
the design of the art museum, which demonstrat-
ed his profound sculpturalism. In terms of the archi-
tectural scale described in Le Corbusier's academic 
works, regardless of their grandeur, splendor, order 
or harmony, they are not indiff erent. On the con-
trary, these buildings have a strong connection to 
Le Corbusier's emotions and spiritual values. In the 
works of I. M. Pei, to further understand Le Corbus-
ier's infl uence on architecture, one can look to the 
Everson Museum of Art, completed in 1968, and the 
Des Moines Art Center Addition. The Everson Mu-
seum of Art is recognized as unique because of its 
original form, and the building itself is a magnifi -
cent piece of sculpture. This small exhibition-ori-
ented or touring museum must provide a variety 
of exhibition forms, so the design of the I. M. Pei 
space begins with a form that includes four protrud-
ing, varying heights of large boxes. These boxes, al-
though similar to modern sculptures in their lack 
of bases, still possess a modernist style and simple 
geometric structure.

Although the idea of "sculpturalism" was tak-
en from Le Corbusier, I. M. Pei's intentions were 
quite diff erent from Corbusier. As the fi rst master 
of modernism, Le Corbusier sought to purify the ar-
chitectural form and abandon such elements as the 
considered "sin" decorations. The sculptural design 
of I. M. Pei is a dense geometric design. He created 
12 works of art in his career in the fi eld of museum 
construction, and although geometric attributes do 
not always lend sculptural character, when they do, 
it is always closely related to geometry.

1.2 About the sculptural style in the use of build-
ing materials in architecture

By utilizing certain materials and construction 
methods, we can gain a deeper understanding of 

Ill.1. To Everson Museum of Art Source: photo by the author. 2020.

Ill. 2. Des Moines Museum (Des Moines Art Center Addition) 
Source: photo by the author. 2021 the architectural features of a particular era. When 

looking at the Everson Museum of Art, you will notice 
that concrete walls are combined with local granite 
and crushed stone worked in a special way with a 
hammer, creating sloping and convex textures that 
give them a rough and tactile feel. I. M. Pei enhanced 
his own artistic style through his unique treatment 
of concrete, and after the Everson Museum of Art, 
he used similar concrete wall treatment techniques 
in his early work in art and museum construction. 
The walls of the Des Moines Art Center used lime-
stone rock of the same color as the exterior and in-
terior walls of the building, but diff ered in texture 
through vertical convex lines created by sandblast-
ing to accentuate the hue and texture of the lime-
stone. The harmony of materials provided a close 
connection between the additional piece and the 
structure and enhanced the sculptural atmosphere 
on the south façade.

From the completion of the fi rst art museum de-
signed by I. M. Pei, he consistently utilized the plas-
ticity of concrete, perfectly blending structure and 
decoration, creating architectural volumes with a 
distinct sculptural form and mass of internal com-
ponents. He remained true to the tangibility and 
character of the material, which resulted in con-
crete no longer being perceived as a coarse sub-

stance, and the use of concrete in his architecture 
reached a new level. In his work in museum con-
struction, the use of concrete material continued 
even into his middle period. In the 1960s, the Ever-
son Museum of Art and the Des Moines Art Center 
showcased the material's pronounced texture. In 
the 1970s, the buildings of the Herbert F. John-
son Museum of Art at Cornell University (Herbert 
F. Johnson Museum of Art Cornell University) and 
the Paul Mellon Center for the Arts) began to in-
troduce smoother concrete surfaces, emphasizing a 
high degree of fi nish, making concrete more similar 
to stone. But it wasn't until the late 1970s that the 
National Gallery of Art East Building began using 
concrete as an alternative material to marble walls.

2. On the geometric structure of form and space 
in architecture

The Italian famous architectural historian Manfre-
do Tafuri (Manfredo Tafuri) in his work Modern Ar-
chitecture, in a section on the practice of the 1970s, 
clearly states, "Architecture has similarities with Oed-
ipus because people, in pursuit of a single myth, are 
often forced to bear a variety of punishments" 1  Un-
der the infl uence of modernism, architecture has ac-

 1. Manfredo Tafuri(Manfredo Tafuri). Modern Architecture/
Translated by LU Xiangjue. Beijing: China Construction In-
dustry Press, 2004.p.38-40.

Ill. 3. Le Corbusier (Le Corbusier) The Monastery of St. Mary (Monastery of Maria) Source: photo by the author. 2018.



20 21

quired mythical features, recreating the originality, 
spatiality, rigor and monumentality of architectural 
geometry. The geometric characteristics of architec-
ture are an innate property, and although this geom-
etry is not always part of any style or direction, the 
contribution of modernism to the study of geomet-
ric characteristics is undeniable. When we consider 
geometric form as a tool for expressing an object, it 
becomes a means of expression. I. M. Pei not only in-
herits modernism's contribution to the refi nement of 
geometry, but also enriches geometric structures, pro-
viding new directions for the already relatively estab-
lished designs of contemporary modernist buildings.

2.1 Purifi cation of the building form
In the early and middle museum projects de-

signed by I. M. Pei, the rectangle, square, quadrilat-
eral, and triangle were the basic geometric elements. 
When these geometric shapes are moved vertically, 
they create the overall shape of the building. Early 
in his career, I. M. Pei tended to purify the building 
form, trying to avoid areas where geometric fea-
tures were less obvious. When designing the mu-
seum, he always avoided the use of less obvious 
geometric fi gures, emphasizing more on the main 
structure and unifying it with small bridges.

The layouts of the Everson Museum and the Her-
bert F. Johnson Museum of Art can generally be de-

scribed as four intertwining rectangles. The design of 
the building facade focuses on the four-square boxes. 
The carving art in both of these museums is based on 
pure geometric fi gures. The East Building of the U.S. 
National Gallery of Art shows a high degree of ma-
turity in the use of triangles (Figure 4). In the build-
ing plan, two triangles were created using a diagonal 
line: the larger isosceles triangle was used as the ex-
hibition hall, and the smaller rectangular triangle was 
used for the Higher Visual Arts Center. Upon entering 
the east building, visitors can gain a deeper under-
standing of the geometric organization of the space. 
With the use of triangular tile technique, I. M. Pei sur-
prised people with the organization of space. The two 
triangular main elements inside the east building and 
the four triangular spaces around the Louvre Pyramid 
emphasize his special aff ection for geometric triangu-
lar shapes. I. M. Pei clearly expressed in a conversation 
with Gero van Boehm (Gero van Boehm) that he has 
no bias for any geometric form, but given the solidity 
of its structure, he certainly prefers the triangle. Ge-
ometric space has an infi nite attraction, and this at-
traction also depends on the limitations of a material 
such as stone, glass or metal  2 . 
 
2. Gero von Boehm (Gero von Boehm). Conversations with 

I.M.PEEM/Translated by LIN Bing. Shanghai: Wenhui Pub-
lishing House, 2004.p.121-122.

The Louvre Glass Pyramid (Grand Louvre-Phase 
I, Grand Louvre-Phase II) is not only the last pro-
ject of I. M. Pei's middle period, but also one of the 
most infl uential that demonstrates the highest de-
gree of purifi cation of geometric form. "The orig-
inal form of the body represents a form of beauty 
because we can easily identify it 3 , and the tetra-
hedron and the quadrilateral undoubtedly repre-
sent the purest geometric forms. The Pyramid at 
Place Napoleon demonstrated Modernism's extreme 
search for the sincerity of geometric form, space, 
austerity and monumentality. The Glass Pyramid 
is 71 feet tall, equal to two-thirds of the height of 
the baroque castle building, and its lower part is 
parallel to the main structure and direction, which 
strengthens the connection with the surrounding 
environment. Surrounding the Glass Pyramid is a 
huge square basin that is rotated 45 degrees, re-
moving the triangle from the west and leaving an 
empty space as an entrance. The remaining three 
corners adjacent to the Pyramid form three trian-
gular basins of varying sizes, fi lling in the corners 
formed by the basin and the Pyramid and restoring 
a square structure parallel to the Pyramid (Figure 5). 

3. Le Corbusier. On the Way to Architecture/Translation: CHEN 
Zhi-hua. Xi'an: Shaanxi Normal University Publishing House, 
2004.p.92-95.

In the design process, I. M. Pei concentrated on tri-
angles and squares and eliminated the less obvious, 
transitional and geometrically indeterminate parts.

The fi rst generation of modernist masters aban-
doned decorative elements in the exterior appearance 
of buildings, focusing more on beauty and practical-
ity over functionality, which allowed them to further 
explore internal geometric characteristics. Beginning 
in the 1960s and up to the design phase of the Glass 
Pyramid, art museums designed by I. M. Pei demon-
strated his commitment to pure geometry. In the 
interaction between function and form, he empha-
sized the geometric characteristics of the building, 
especially geometric shapes such as triangles. On the 
other hand, the ways of representing geometry were 
also constantly evolving, moving from initial simple 
forms to more complex and combined geometric 
structures, which encouraged him to move forward 
with the development of modernism.

2.2 Regional diff erences in geometry
Since the establishment of the Mitsuka Muse-

um of Art in Japan, I.M. Pei's geometric design style 
has become more varied and richer. However, com-
pared to the trends that have prevailed in architec-
ture since the late 1980s, characterized by criticality, 
unconventional forms and free design, his style 
has always remained distinctive. Bruno Zevi (Bruno 

Ill .4  Geometric architecture of the East Wing of the National Museum of the United States. Source: photo by the author.2020. Ill.5 Geometry of pyramids and pools. Source: photo by the author.2017.
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(a) North-south section of the entrance hall

(b) North-East Street frontage
Ill. 7. Floor plan of the Suzhou Museum. Source: provided by the museum.2011

Zevi) argues that in architecture, symmetry and an-
tisymmetry are eternal principles. These principles 
emphasize the disequilibrium that leads to the lib-
eration of a building. 4  Clearly, I.M. Pei was not in-
fl uenced by the "anti" and "unconventional" ideas 
of the 1980s. His design incorporated "tradition-
al forms" and "changeable elements" while taking 
into account the unique cultural needs of diff erent 
regions. At this stage, I.M. Pei often integrated ge-
ometric forms according to specifi c requirements 
rather than limiting himself to the use of a single 
geometric fi gure. He preferred to combine geomet-
ric fi gures and elements taken from local culture to 
enrich the architectural design of buildings.

The design of the Mitsuka Art Museum in Ja-
pan drew inspiration from the appearance of peas-
ant houses of the Edo period. The traditional roof 
shape in the Nojima style was presented in an ab-
stract quadrilateral shape, and some parts of the 
frame resembled the outline of Edo period peasant 

4. Bruno Zevi. The Language of Modern Architecture/Translated 
by Xi Yunping. Beijing: China Construction Industry Press, 
2006.p.59-60.

houses. This architectural design created abstract 
silhouettes of the nojima style house, which allowed 
the unique shape of the side of the house to be pre-
served in a modern way (Figure 6). The structure is 
composed entirely of geometric shapes, and the de-
sign of the facades with windows emanating from 
the roof emphasizes the precise application of I.M. 
Pei's geometry. A system of triangular spatial truss-
es rises up and down, changing the outline of the 
space according to functional needs. Because of the 
diff erences in height, the steel tube structure of the 
exterior is unifi ed, making it structurally complex.

In creating the Suzhou Museum, he chose a more 
cultural and cautious style refl ecting Japanese char-
acteristics 5.  Although its composition follows the 
principles of South Valley house composition, the 
whole structure, including layout, construction and 
materials, was infl uenced by Mitsuka Art Museum. 
Happily, the oriental style can be easily combined 
with other elements, so the stable geometric com-

5. Bruno Zevi. The Language of Modern Architecture/Translated 
by Xi Yunping. Beijing: China Construction Industry Press, 
2006.p.59-60.

bination of the original pure black and white color 
has been able to capture the spirit of Suzhou in the 
spirit of the architectural style with black roof and 

gray tiles. In terms of size, the new Suzhou Muse-
um is fully compatible with the traditional houses of 
the South Valley, and its geometric design creates 

Fig.6  Geometric shapes borrowed from regional culture by the Meishu Museum of Japan. Source:Photo by the author.2023.
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a unique asymmetrical beauty with modern trends 
(Figure 7). The "Chinese black" granite was chosen 
as the roof material to replace the traditional black 
bricks, and it harmonizes with black, white and gray 
colors and blends perfectly with the urban topog-
raphy. From this point of view, it can be said that 
I.M. Pei, aiming at the combination of "transmis-
sion" and "change", used geometric composition 
as an artistic technique. Traveling through diff erent 
countries such as Germany, Japan, Luxembourg and 
China, he used concrete symbols and multifaceted 
forms to achieve his artistic goals, allowing people 
to feel the deep expression of culture in the con-
text of space, symbolism and narrative, which gen-
erates a sense of belonging and identity.

3. Outcomes
The architectural space of the exterior of the 

museums designed by I.M. Pei embodies the sculp-
tural and geometric characteristic of modernism's 
rationality. I.M. Pei is considered to be a represent-
ative of the second generation of modernist archi-
tects. During his studies he had the good fortune 
to study under Walter Gropius (Walter Gropius) at 
Harvard and under the infl uence of Marcel Breuer 
(Marcel Breuer) and Gropius himself to form his own 
unique vision of architecture. In the process of in-
dustrial development, architecture faced two main 
paths of manifestation: romanticism and mechan-

icism. The former is rather oriented towards the 
past, while the latter is aimed at the future. The ge-
ometric attributes of architectural purity represent 
a manifestation of mechanicism. I.M. Pei's early ar-
chitectural works are characterized by outstanding 
sculptural features, both in scale and in the choice 
of building materials. This sculpturalism, based on 
geometric principles, is evident in the grandeur, or-
der and harmony of the buildings in scale, and in the 
use of reinforced concrete in the choice of build-
ing materials.

The geometric structure of the exterior space of 
art museums is strongly infl uenced by modernism, 
and I.M. Pei adheres to the logical thinking of mod-
ernism, conducting the purifi cation of architectur-
al form and demonstrating the beauty of exterior 
spaces through simplicity, atmospheric, appropri-
ate and orderly design. With the passage of time, 
the ways of expressing geometric design become 
more and more diverse, from the original single ge-
ometric form gradually moving to the combination 
and interweaving of several geometric elements. 
At the same time, geometric forms are extracted 
from the local cultural context to enrich the over-
all appearance of architecture. In the process of 
striving for "transmission" and "change", symbolic 
and compositional geometric forms are also used 
to convey metaphorical, suggestive and narrative 
content in space.

DOI: 10.36340/2071-6818-2023-19-6-17-30
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MUSICAL ACTIVITY OF CHRISTIAN MISSIONARIES 
AT THE COURT OF THE QING EMPERORS

OF THE 17TH–18TH CENTURIES

Despite a certain conservatism of Chinese mu-
sic, the traditions of which had been passed down 
from dynasty to dynasty for centuries, the palace 
musical culture of the Manchu emperors during the 
Golden Age defi nitely had its own stylistic charac-
teristics. Western European musical art, promot-
ed by Christian missionaries, was its integral part. 
The activities of the latter was to promote musi-
cal theoretical knowledge, instruments, and pieces 
of sacred and secular music, primarily among the 
highest elites. Despite all the diffi  culties and vicis-
situdes of fate, work in this area was carried out by 

the church fathers with great persistence and had 
its own specifi cs due, fi rst of all, to the intricacies 
of the political game.

At the emperors’ court, the role of Western musi-
cal art was very obvious; however, this topic is rarely 
touched upon in Russian-language studies of Chi-
nese court music of the 17th–18th centuries. There 
are few authors whose works mention the musical 
activities of Christian priests during the Golden Age 
of the Qing Empire. These facts, as a rule, are used 
by the authors to develop the historical background; 
however, they are not the object of research in such 

Summary: The article raises the problem of the sig-
nifi cance of European missionaries’ musical activities at 
the court of the Qing emperors during the Golden Age 
and attempts to integrate Western art into palace mu-
sical life. A critical review of existing Russian-language 
sources leads the author to the conclusion that there is 
a lack of information on the topic of the article as well as 
some freedom in the interpretation of known historical 
facts in scientifi c articles. The author sees the possibili-
ty of fi lling gaps in this area of musicology in a detailed 
study of documents of the era, primarily diaries, letters, 
reports and other missionaries’ correspondence. Prima-
ry scholarly sources include Father Ripa's Diary, Father 
Du Halde's Description of the Chinese Empire, compiled 
from the correspondence of French Jesuits, and Father 
Amiot's work on the history of Chinese music. The au-
thor considers these books to be signifi cant; however, 
they are not, of course, the only documents that help 
shed light on the scale and depth of the functioning of 
European music, theory and practice in the space of Chi-
nese musical culture, which is closed, self-suffi  cient and 
by its nature not related to Europe. Works on music the-
ory, created by order of and jointly with the Kangxi Em-

peror, are proof of a considerable interest in the West. In 
the palaces, the presence of a large number of European 
instruments, with which a Western-style ensemble could 
be formed, as well as attention to European clothing and 
wigs in which the emperor dressed his musicians, is in-
dicative. In conclusion, the author fi nds that the musical 
activities of Christian missionaries produced certain re-
sults. On the one hand, organic interaction with Europe-
an music and its deep understanding did not happen at 
the end of the 18th century. On the other hand, regard-
less of the subjective attitude of one or another emperor 
towards the Jesuits, the idea of introducing musical the-
oretical ideas and practices of European music-making 
into everyday life gradually became a reality only owing 
to their persistent, regular and purposeful promotion. At 
the same time, a reverse process was underway - the mis-
sionaries’ research instinct led to the creation of mem-
oirs and books on the history and acoustics of Chinese 
music, and contributed to its active promotion in Euro-
pean intellectual circles.

Key words: Christian missionaries in China, Teodor-
ico Pedrini, Kangxi Emperor, Father Ripa's Diary, Qing 
era palace music.


