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As early as 1873, Chinese students had been sent to Europe to acquire Western engineering skills and knowledge that differed from traditional Chinese architectural techniques. In an essay in “Chinese Modern Design and the Bauhaus” the Berlin-based architectural historian Eduard Kögel lists a number of Chinese students who graduated from architecture schools in Germany and Britain in the 1920s and 1930s, as well as others who (Slide 2)studied with Gropius himself in America in the 1940s, whose practices make it possible to identify connections to modernism generally, and to the Bauhaus specifically.

At the time, MIT's architecture faculty focused on the Beaux-Arts school. (Slide 3) Pei who joined MIT in the late 1930s, although disliked such emphasis on Beaux-Arts yet he excelled in his studies and later mentioned that  "I certainly don't regret the time at MIT. There I learned the science and technique of building, which are essential to architecture." Pei received his B.Arch. degree in 1940; his thesis was titled “Standardized Propaganda Units for War Time and Peace Time China".
Less than a month later, Pei suspended his work at Harvard to join the National Defense Research Committee, which coordinated scientific research into U.S. weapons technology during World War II. Pei's background in architecture was seen as a considerable asset. One member of the committee told him: "If you know how to build you should also know how to destroy." The fight against Germany was ending, so the focus turned on the Pacific War. The U.S. realized that its bombs used against the stone buildings of Europe would be ineffective against Japanese cities, which were mostly constructed from wood and paper. Pei was assigned to work on incendiary bombs. He spent two and a half years with the NDRC, but revealed few details of his work.
In 1945, Pei returned to Harvard, and received a position as assistant professor of design. The GSD was developing into a hub of resistance to the Beaux-Arts orthodoxy. At the center were members of the Bauhaus, a European architectural movement that had advanced the cause of modernist design.  
(slide 4) My presentation today is a result of a cursory review of these relationships that started in 1945 when Pei began his study at GSD. I try to present the impact of Bauhaus education on Pei and vis-a-versa that of Pei on Gropius in the subsequent years. Given the complexity of the task, I apologize for any eventual shortcoming in this presentation.  

Slide 5 - At the Harvard Graduate School of Design, Pei studied under Marcel Breuer and Walter Gropius, two of the foremost Modernist architects of the day. He looked up to them both, When he was asked what did he learn from these now almost mythical figures? He replied: “A great deal. Gropius was a very disciplined and strict person but a wonderful teacher, while Breuer and I became very close friends. We visited Europe together several times, and we sailed together – sailing’s a wonderful way to get to know one another.

   However, he  didn’t quite agree with Gropius’ claim that the spread of industrialization would create a single, global style of architecture.

Since World War I, Gropius had believed that the clean forms of modernism could wipe away parochial nationalism and establish a forward-looking universal aesthetic. 
(slide 6)  Gropius’s original Bauhaus Manifesto and Programme is wonderfully high-flown: “Together let us desire, conceive, and create the new structure of the future, which will one day rise toward heaven from the hands of a million workers like the crystal symbol of a new faith.” Gropius envisaged the Bauhaus school as a place of creative argument and debate. (Slide 7) Over the years he managed to recruit a multitalented body of teachers including Paul Klee, Wassily Kandinsky, Johannes Itten, Oskar Schlemmer, Josef Albers, Marcel Breuer and others. 
(slide 8) Gropius spoke lucidly about the benefits of multi-story apartment blocks as a means of solving the problems of overcrowded cities. But he was also a humanist and lover of the natural environment. 

In 1950 Pei completed his studies under Gropius at the Harvard Graduate School of Design. 

(Slide 9=11))  His architecture thesis, a project that culminated his time as a student, was a design for a Chinese art museum in Shanghai. He proposed a series of small galleries conjoined with gardens at a scale that evoked a sense of privacy traditional to Chinese art museums. The design was based on straight modernist structures, organized around a central courtyard garden, with other similar natural settings arranged nearby. It also represented a thoroughly modern design and foretold a deepening interest in the interdependence of physical space, light, and the natural environment.
Pei in presenting his project said, “There are differences in the world, such as climate, history, culture, and life. All these things must play a part in the architectural expression.” 

Of the hundreds–if not thousands–of theses presented during Walter Gropius’ 15 years at the GSD, Pei’s stood out for the way in which it resolved a fundamental tension between the cultural and historical exigencies of a Chinese art museum and the imperatives of modernist design.
In February 1950, Gropius published Pei’s thesis in L’Architecture d’Aujourd’hui, expressing that “Pei’s project clearly illustrates that an able designer can very well hold on to basic traditional feature without sacrificing a progressive conception of design.”

(Slide 12) While completing his Shanghai project, Pei was commissioned to design the campus for Hua Tung University.  This project became a reference object for his later work on Baghdad University where he could illustrate his ability to adapt to local cultures.

The project in Shanghai gave Gropius a first look at the historic principles of Asian architecture: Previously, his plans for the Harvard Graduate Center in Cambridge, Massachusetts, which was built in 1949, connected buildings using covered walkways. Hua Tung University design modified his perception of the outdoor spaces. 

Pei’s involvement in the Hua Tung University project paid dividends. Not only was he able to win over Gropius, but also in 1955 he was commissioned to design a university in Taiwan. 

(slide 13)Soon Pei was so inundated with projects that he asked his associates at the GSD, including Henry N. Cobb and Ulrich Franzen for help. They set to work on a variety of proposals, including the Roosevelt Field Shopping Mall. 

( slide 14)  In collaboration with Zeckendorf he realized a building in New York’s Kips Bay Plaza—a low-income housing project in Manhattan that was opened in 1963 and marked advancement in the level of aesthetic within the financial constraints of low-income housing construction. Kips Bay is also exemplary of Pei’s intense, career-long focus on materials and his mastery of concrete
(slide 15)  The following year saw the development of some of Pei’s most celebrated buildings. The National Center for Atmospheric Research in Boulder, Colorado, was completed in 1967 and was an important opportunity for Pei to explore the radical extent to which architecture could be integrated into its environment. Viewed from a distance, the complex all but disappears into the mountain it occupies. 
( slide 16)  His first art museum in the U.S.—the Everson Museum of Art in Syracuse, New York—was completed in 1968. Henry Cobb (his partner) in a speech referred to this building a consistency and balance with Pei’s ideas as expressed in his thesis. This Museum put Pei on track to win important commissions for cultural institutions such as the Kennedy Library which was built in 1986. (slide 17)
(slide 18) The the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame in Cleavland, the Myerson Symphony Center in Dallas (1989), (slide 19) Bank of China Tower in Hong Kong (1990) (slide 20), to name just a few. But he is perhaps best known for his art museums. Following the Everson Museum of Art, the East Building of the National Gallery (Slide 21=22) was, at the time, Pei’s most high-profile museum commission, and also one of his most challenging sites. The building not only needed to fit a difficult trapezoid-shaped parcel of land and correspond to the museum’s original West Building, but it also needed to reflect the monumentality of the National Mall and respect the projection of federal power embodied in the geometry of its plan.

Soon after Pei went on designing other museums such as—the Suzhou  Museum (Slide 23) (in 2007) and the Museum of Islamic Art in Doha (2008) (slide 24)
(slides 25-28)  The Louvre will likely remain Pei’s most well known achievement—certainly the most popular—but it also stands as the culmination of his developed sense of history, its role in modernism, the composition of space and light, and the relationship between architecture and its environment. 

(28)  Misheng contemporary Art Museum was his last design in 2016.  

Henry Cobb at a celebration of Pei’s 100th birthday held at the GSD on March 30, 2018, celebrated Pei’s project “Museum of Chinese Art for Shanghai”, as being of the most significance and enduring relevance of Pei’s ability to link architecture , environment and culture. He mentioned,  “The project was not just something he did on a whim. It was something of fundamental importance to him, which became directive of his subsequent professional life in a very real way”. And he continued, “I doubt there’s ever been a piece of student work that was more predictive of a professional life than this project.”

(Slide 29 ) Ipoh Ming (I.M.) Pei died on May 16, 2019, at the age of 102. Over six decades, the Pritzker Prize-winning architect developed an inimitable sensitivity to form, light, environment and history that, transcended the rationalism of his Bauhaus education. The ideas he pursued and refined throughout his celebrated career most probably can be traced back to his time at Harvard’s Graduate School of Design. 

Gropius’s legacy cannot be judged by his biggest structure but rather by the huge influence he had over a great number of famous architects such as IM Pei. As the Bauhaus turns 100 years old, it stands in contrast to an architecture defined by glass-and-steel towers, emanating little more than an aesthetic of power. Today, Bauhaus is celebrated for the people who flocked to it and created art with playfulness. It has become a reminder of the importance of exciting educational spaces, even those that are unabashedly utopian and outlandish, with the goal of social change.

Thank you!

