
 
M+ Matters | Of the Moment: China’s Museum Boom in Context [18 March 2012]  

www.mplusmatters.hk 

 
 

1 

 

ART AND ARCHITECTURE: CHINA’S MUSEUM BOOM IN HISTORICAL CONTEXT  

 

Dr Seng Kuan - Assistant Professor of Architectural History, Sam 

Fox School of Design & Visual Arts, Washington University, St. 

Louis 

 

My charge this evening is to help contextualise China’s current 

boom in art museum construction. Speaking as an architectural 

historian, the direction I would like to take is to reexamine the 

origins of the art museum as an architectural type that emerged in 19th 

century Europe, when the formal and representational aspects of art 

museums became established according to a highly specific set of 

programmatic, ideological, and urbanistic conditions.   

 

A couple of years ago, in Fall 2011, the Pulitzer Foundation for 

the Arts in St. Louis organised an exquisite exhibition of Buddhist 

statuaries, many on loan from the Harvard University Art Museums and 

several from art museums in the area including the St. Louis Art Museum 

and the Nelson-Atkins in Kansas City. As some of you may know, the 

building which houses the Pulitzer Foundation was designed by the 

Japanese architect Tadao Andō and was completed just about a decade 

ago. It is an extraordinary series of gallery spaces, mostly white 

cubes, and despite the wealth of Emily and Joseph Pulitzer’s personal 

collection, the facility is mainly geared toward temporary exhibitions, 

with the exception of Ellsworth Kelly’s Blue Black, and a small number 

of sculptures by Richard Serra and Aristide Maillol placed in the 

courtyard outside that are always on view.     

 

At a small workshop for curators held in conjunction with 

“Reflections of the Buddha” at the Pulitzer, I was asked to speak on 

the architectural setting of Buddhist sculptures.  Whether I was 

supposed to talk about their religious, historical setting in temples 

and grottoes, or in the exhibitionary setting of Andō’s minimalist 

galleries, it was left ambiguous, perhaps intentionally so. So I chose 

to talk about neither, and instead focus on the physical and 

phenomenological fitting of Buddhist statuaries into art museum 

buildings. My talk this evening is an expansion of that initial 

response I made at the Pulitzer, on the spatial and visual relationship 

between objects on display and the art museum’s architectural setting. 
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As an architectural type, the modern art museum emerged out of 

revolutionary Europe, at the dawn of the 19th century. There were 

earlier examples of architectural or design projects that stood at the 

cusp of this breakthrough, such as the painting Tribuna in the Uffizi, 

which ultimately represented little more than a glorified Kunstkammer 

for the untraveled, or the Fridericianum in Kassel, which differs in no 

significant way from any contemporary palatial building of 18th century 

Germany. Of course there was also the Grande Galerie project at the 

Louvre led by the Comte d’Angiviller. Its design was constrained by the 

basic envelope of Henri IV’s building, and the architectural exercise 

involving such luminaries as Soufflot was limited to the controversy of 

lighting on the top floor of a long corridor and how this length was to 

be modulated.   

 

On the screen we have a model plan for an art gallery devised by 

Jean-Nicolas-Louis Durand, who as professor at the École Polytechnique 

gave a series of lectures at the dawn of the 19th century, published as 

the Précis des leçons d’architecture that codified the Neoclassical 

schema of the relationship between plan and function, or the Beaux-Arts 

principles of composition and type. Durand modeled the art gallery 

after the Basilica of Maxentius in Rome. What Durand’s drawings also 

clearly convey are not only the 19th century breed of rationalism but 

also the Classical ideal of the unity of the arts, which had been 

rekindled by the royal academies of France since the 17th century. 

Architecture, painting, and sculpture are combined into a total 

artistic environment, mutually reinforcing a harmonised, unified 

aesthetic vision. In Durand’s design of the ideal art museum, first 

proposed in 1779 and also published in the same treatise, we find the 

three arts—painting, sculpture, and architecture — each given its own 

wing. The central rotunda, modeled after the Pantheon and the immediate 

inspiration to Schinkel’s famous Altes Museum in Berlin, is devoted to 

the “réunion” of the arts. This is a fundamental tenet of Classicism, 

anthropomorphic forms that transcended artistic media. Architecture 

provides more than scale and context. The marble portals and niches in 

Durand’s drawings do not merely provide a frame and background to the 

sculptural pieces and oil canvases. Classical orders, the Greek 

columns, were understood to be anthropomorphic, atlases and caryatids. 

They are representations of the natural world into structure, a 

different iteration of the same aesthetic principles.     
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Durand’s model art museum was first realised not in France, but 

in post-Napoleonic Germany. I just mentioned the Altes Museum, designed 

by Schinkel and completed in 1830. While Schinkel’s Altes Museum may be 

far better known to architects today, perhaps for its presumed 

influence on Mies, it was a pair of art museums designed by his 

Bavarian rival, Leo von Klenze, that came to define the art museum type 

for the modern world. Based in Munich, the seat of the Wittelsbach 

dynasty, Klenze benefitted from the wealth of Crown Prince Ludwig’s 

superlative collection of Greek antiquities and Renaissance and Baroque 

paintings.  In other words, he had much better art objects to work with 

than Schinkel did. Klenze’s two art museum buildings, the Glyptothek 

for sculptures and the Pinakothek for paintings, have provided the most 

compelling and influential prototypes on the spatial organisation and 

exhibitionary principles of art museums for the next two centuries.      

 

The Glyptothek was the first to be built, to house the 

extraordinary collection of Greek sculptures that Prince Ludwig had 

accumulated. This is conveyed on the building’s stoic façade, 

punctuated only by the simple Ionic portico and a series of modest 

sculptural aediculae, signaling the internal program of the building in 

a gesture of architecture parlante. The basic plan of the building is a 

square, with four successive wings surrounding a rectangular courtyard. 

The rotational, linear sequence of fifteen gallery spaces at the 

Glyptothek is called the marche, a central idea to Beaux-Arts 

Neoclassical planning. It is ‘the imaginary experience of walking 

through a plan in the mind’s eye and ultimately of the building itself. 

It is perceived as a sequence of architectural images, a highly ordered 

series of tableaux.’1 

 

Even before the Glyptothek opened its doors to the public in 

1830, Prince Ludwig commissioned Klenze to build a new building for his 

collection of paintings. The building is located in what was then the 

suburbs of Munich, away from potential fires in the dense city and to 

provide a long exposure to the northern light. At the Pinakothek, the 

architect Klenze went one step further in devising an architectural 

solution that served the exhibitionary program. Klenze himself was 

integrally involved in the selection of the 1,400 or so paintings from 

the Wittelsbach Royal Collection to be displayed in the new museum. 

                                            
1 James J. Sheehan, Museums in the German Art World: From the End of the Old Regime to 

the Rise of Modernism (Oxford University Press, 2000), p. 80.   
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Each of the gallery spaces—width, height, depth, and sequence—was 

carefully calibrated to shed the most favourable light on each of the 

canvases contained within.     

 

 

The two-storey layout of the Pinakothek places the gallery spaces 

entirely on the upper floor, leaving the ground floor for storage and 

administrative purposes. The galleries themselves are organised into 

three parallel rows enfilade, from east to west. In the centre is the 

enfilade of nine main galleries, for the largest canvases, and these 

are lit from the top. One enters the building from the eastern end, and 

progress through nine galleries on axis. This arrangement was designed 

by Klenze specifically to reinforce the viewing experience of the pièce 

de résistence at the far end of this long tunnel, The Last Judgment 

(1619) by Peter Paul Rubens, the largest oil painting on canvas the 

world had seen before the 19th century. The northern row is a series of 

most intimate galleries, 23 cabinets in total, for smaller scale 

objects. These cabinets are illuminated from the side, a long row of 

large windows make possible by Klenze’s siting strategy that gave the 

Pinakothek an extraordinarily long north façade.   

      

My presentation of the two early museum in Munich, both by 

Klenze, is to illustrate the profound debt the modern art museum, as an 

architectural type, owes to the Neoclassical trinity of the visual 

arts: architecture, painting, and sculpture. The Glyptothek and the 

Pinakothek provided the most compelling model evoked in the art museum 

boom that the West experienced between the middle of the 19th century 

and the beginning of the 20th.  Their legacy is especially salient on 

the first generation of modern art museums in the United States – in 

Boston, New York, Cleveland, Pittsburgh, St. Louis, and Washington.  It 

also set the precedent for the first art museums to be built in East 

Asia, such as the Ueno Imperial Museum (1882) in Tokyo built by the 

English architect Josiah Conder, rendered in so-called Indo-Saracenic 

style with red brick and pointed arches but still adhering to the basic 

model of the Pinakothek. Conder’s student, Katayama Tōkuma, would 

subsequently design a slew of art museums for the imperial household, 

beginning with Nara (1894), Kyoto (1895), Tokyo Imperial Museum’s 

Hyōkeikan (1908), and Ise (1911).   

 

The problem confronting museum designers and curators of East 

Asia at the turn of the 20th century was less architectural style—I am 
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saying this despite my training as an architectural historian—than the 

question of what to put inside them and how to display them. As you can 

see from these two images of the gallery space in Conder’s Ueno 

Imperial Museum, taken shortly before the earthquake of 1923, they 

represented a hybrid collection that combined what we would today 

consider a bone fide art collection and an ethnographic one. The hand 

scroll paintings are placed in waist-high vitrines, fully unfurled in 

panoramic splendour, in a solution that continues to frustrate viewers 

and curators to this day. Even more problematic is the relegation of 

freestanding screens into the cabinets, robbing them of their 

fundamental architectural qualities.        

 

In the background of the new art museums of Japan—China’s would 

come later—is the writing of an art historical narrative and 

establishing a canon. The magazine Kokka was founded in 1887, and the 

first history text, Historie de l’art du Japon (kōhon Nihon teikoku 

bijutsu ryakushi, literally Draft of a Brief History of the Art of 

Imperial Japan) was published in 1900, ironically in French for the 

Paris World’s Fair. One of the most important aspects of this 

codification of Japanese art—especially in terms of finding an 

architectural solution to an exhibitionary program—was the 

appropriation of Buddhist sculptures as works of fine art. The 

placement of these anthropomorphic forms, slightly larger than life-

size statues, placed on pedestals are infinitely more congruent with 

the architectural setting of Western Classicism that surrounds them 

than more established formats of East Asian art such as paintings and 

calligraphy on scrolls, or even vases and tea ware scaled for the 

connoisseur’s handling. In this gallery in the Kyoto Imperial Museum, 

the statues are arranged rather didactically, without any attempt to 

contextualise them, certainly a semblance of the mandala in their 

spatial arrangement.   

 

Without getting into the fairly direct influence of Hellenistic 

Classicism on early Buddhist sculptures in Central Asia, most famously 

in the Gandhara region, I would like to make another case for the 

natural affinity between Buddhist statuaries and Neoclassical 

architecture. This is not to suggest the Buddhist sculptures became 

fine art because curators thought they would make excellent displays in 

their Neoclassical museum buildings, but it does offer another 

dimension to the highly dynamic, symbiotic relationship between display 

objects and their spatial settings.   


