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Zibo OCT Art Center

Studio Zhu Pei
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Spatial tensions meet the Chinese vernacular

The Zibo OCT Art Center, beyond the city in China’s north-
ern Shandong Province, is an introverted experimental
work located in an open area far away from the city. Its
architectural form is conceived from the traditional Chinese
'siheyuan; a central courtyard surrounded by houses.

The Art Center has three volumes arranged around the
courtyard. They all have highly visible and distinctive curv-
ing concrete roofs with outward-facing eaves. The huge
roof overhang is related to the local culture and responds
to the local climate of monsoons, cold winters and humid
summers. Under the environment of shade and rain, people
can also do semi-outdoor activities.

The location is a landscaped wooded parkland and the
building ensemble occupies a rectangular plot that is
surrounded on three sides by a rectangular body of water
raised slightly above the ground. Paths through and around
the building are at the water level and one leads to the
main entrance. The central courtyard void, can be trans-
formed into a gathering space, especially for the opening of
the exhibition.

When it rains, semi-outdoor activities are permitted in the
corridor. The building ensemble effectively creates a single
porous building unified by its roofs. It can accommodate a

large number of people, create a lot of shadows, and pro-
vide shading and shelter from rain.

The architecture is simple and has rough materiality, nota-
bly in its concrete roofs and masonry stone walls. The latter
either curve or angle towards the periphery of the site, thus
distorting the essentially rectangular interiors they enclose.
There are six roof parts, each with a hyperboloid curvature,
as if it was sagging under the effect of gravity. Although
people are in a seemingly simple space, due to the sagging
ceilings which are the underside of the roof, the homoge-
neous space has a dynamic tension. “Some places are tight
and some are loose, reflecting the sense of movement and
strength of the building” declares Beijing-based architect
Zhu Pei. The rough fair-faced concrete is poured on site. The
method of laying the walls is based on local rough masonry
stone wall construction, which is characteristic of northern
China, especially in Shandong Province.

Zhu Pei sees the creative thinking of the Zibo OCT Art
Center design as part of “a profound experiment” that runs
through his works, which include the Jingdezhen Impe-

rial Kiln Museum (C3 413) and Yangliping Performing Arts
Center(C3 414). "While shaping porous, sponge architecture
with wandering experience’, he says, “it has always fasci-
nated me to explore column-free, horizontally extended

structural forms and tectonic expressiveness”,
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1. foyer/reception
2. exhibition hall
3. multifunctional room
4. central courtyard / garden
5. landscape pool
6. conference room
7. sunken courtyard
8. sunken garden
9. office
10. toilet
11. mechanical room
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first floor below ground
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A poetic ‘artificial temple’ in the wilderness

Interview _Zhu Pei + Herbert Wright

You describe the Zibo OCT Art Center as an ‘introverted experi-
mental work’ exploring ‘structural form and tectonic expres-
siveness, which also applies to your past works. Would you
agree that the continuous experiment of your architecture is
like a journey, and if so, what is its destination?

Yes, (my) experimental way (is) like a journey to pursue my
architectural ideal ‘Architecture of Nature, which is digging
into the roots (which) allows architecture to be rooted in a
specific climate and culture; on the other hand, the experi-
mental and creative attitude allows architecture to shape
an open system that accommodates many new possibilities
and creates new experiences.

The sagging roofs recall the idea of Alvaro Siza’s dramatic roof
of the Portugal Pavilion for Expo 98. Was this work an inspira-
tion?

Yes, | really appreciate Alvaro Siza's work. It expresses the
characteristics of reinforced concrete itself. The emergence
of reinforced concrete has transformed the concrete that
could only withstand pressure into a material that can with-
stand both pressure and tension, making it a pivotal part of
the modern tectonic culture.

Most importantly in the Zibo OCT Art Center, the roof is
subjected to a tension sagging tent structure system as a
prototype, the thin reinforced concrete sagging hyperbolic
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roof is pulled by reinforced concrete columns and walls

of different heights. On the one hand, the hyperbolic roof
lunges to the ground of the interior space under the effect
of gravity. When people walk in the interior space, their
bodies will strongly feel the tension generated between

the sagging roof and the ground. They will feel the critical
point where the columns and walls stretch the sagging roof,
shaping a certain sense of tension. On the other hand, the
reinforced concrete tensioned structural system is pushed
to the extreme in terms of force characteristics and material
characteristics. This poetic and artistic expression of struc-
tural forms and materials shape the unique experiment of
Zibo Art Center in translating from engineering construction
to the poetics of architectural tectonic.

Do the roof curvatures effect the natural ventilation in the
porous structure of the Arts Center?

The porous structure, which | called 'sponge architecture; is
one of the natures [universal characteristics] of traditional
Chinese architecture. The curved roof clearly helps natural
ventilation by allowing hot air to flow along the curved roof,
creating a flow of air. At the same time, the curved roof is
separated from the wall by a slit, which is not only a con-
sideration for bringing in natural light, but also for natural
ventilation.
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The Art Center’s wall apertures are mostly rectangular, but in
concrete walls, some are abstractly shaped. What is the signifi-
cance of these artful gestures?

All the apertures are places where people can stay and
watch. They are more like view windows in Chinese garden.
Those view windows establish connections among nature,
people, and architecture. They are all under the eaves, so
that people can stop and watch when they are sheltered
from the sun and rain.

Can you tell us about the water feature, which is raised slightly
above the surrounding ground? Did you imagine it as a mirror
laid on the ground to reflect the building (an effect enhanced
by the paths of the Arts Center at the water level)?

Because the site is surrounded by desolation, it is this emp-
tiness that gives rise to an inner urge to recreate a poetic
‘artificial temple’ in the wilderness, which not only converses
with the lost civilization, but also confronts the cluttered,
barren, and primitive natural environment with its plain,
simple, and geometric form, thus achieving a tense balance
between today and the past, between artificial and natural.
The water feature shapes the sense of domain with a sense
of poetry through simple geometry.

You see architecture as art, and you also saw the ‘wisdom’ of
traditional vernacular architecture by non-architects, from the
time you were ‘rooted the rural villages in 2005’ Is there a divid-
ing line between art and craftsmanship, and does it create a
divide that your architecture bridges?
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Through architecture, | hope to reunite regional wisdom,
this sense of craftsmanship, with contemporary creation,
thus creating a bridge between art and craftsmanship.

We see the rise of digital design tools and now we see robotics
in play, for example in 3D-printed structures. Is digital archi-
tecture something that threatens traditional architecture and
artisan skills, or can they co-exist?

Architecture is art, and creating new experiences is the
nature of art. Digital design is one of the methods in the
process of architectural creation. It is difficult to shape an
experience-oriented artistic spirit, and the unexpected and
pleasant surprise brought by chance.

What do you think of China’s relationship with Western archi-
tecture?

Modernism... is a kind of social ideal, an artistic and techno-
logical utopia born in Europe after the Industrial Revolution,
which has exerted a profound influence on contemporary
architecture all over the world.

If we don't understand that architecture should have the
root of climate and (regional) culture, the cities will look
similar and the buildings in tropical rainforests will appear in
the cold desert areas. Buildings are no longer smart and lose
wisdom. The direct consequences are not only a huge waste
of energy, causing climate change, but also a loss of cultural
identity that keeps people away from the buildings.
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