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National Museum of African American History

and Culture (NMAAHC)

Washington, D.C., USA

Adjaye Associates, New York/London
Construction 2009-2016, opened 2016
Building 39,000 sq.m

Permanent and temporary exhibitions about African American history and culture

David Adjaye’s works are more than buildings, they are
something between public spaces and social projects.
Adjaye begins his structures with the hope that as long as
future visitors linger in them, they will constitute a small
civil society.' The National Museum of African American
History and Culture, the newest branch of the Smithsonian
Institution on the National Mall in Washington, intends

to realise that hope.

Standing near a row of other branches of the Smith-
sonian, which serves as a national - predominantly white -
archive, the NMAAHC, with its focus on the history of black
America, sees its function as an urgently needed supple-
mental or competing archive.? Although its design is in
distinct contrast to the architecture of the Smithsonian's
other buildings, in subtle details it expresses the desire of
America's ethnic minorities to belong. For example, the
angles of the facade, the so-called corona that forms the
above-ground portion of the museum, repeat that of the
pyramidal tip of the Washington Monument next door.?

In various spots the design employs water as a sym-
bol of African American history: the broad basin one has
to cross before entering the building recalls the “middle
passage’, the transport of enslaved Africans across the
Atlantic? Inside, however, water stands for protection and

catharsis. From the aboveground basin it flows through

a circular opening into a smaller one in the lower floor.
Here, in an underground court illuminated from above by
this “eye”, it creates a pleasant micro-climate that visitors
find refreshing and invigorating. At the same time, it is an
emotionally charged symbol of the tears shed by African
Americans in centuries of pain, mourning and rage.

But the building is above all a celebration of their own
special history and strength. The filigree metal shell of
the corona recalls African handicrafts, and is expressive
of self-confidence and pride. Inside, rough concrete and
fine woods provide varied textures. These materials are
also keyed to history: slaves were forced to survive with
very little and everything which was of use was kept.

The museum honours this tradition by incorporating
recycled materials® and plantings on the roof reduce the
cost of insulation. The facade grille allows visitors to look
outside, and passers-by on the National Mall can look

in. A dialogue is created, and when you think of David
Adjaye's notion of a museum fostering a civil society, there
is the hope that thanks to this transparency people will
feel encouraged to enter the museum and help to shape
society anew.

NMAAHC, Washington,D.C. | 17
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Long Museum West Bund
Shanghai, China

Atelier Deshaus, Shanghai

Construction 2012-2014, opened 2014
Building 33,007 sq.m

Contemporary art and Chinese ancient art

The architect Liu Yichun recalls: “The first time | arrived at
the spot where the Long Museum now stands, it seemed
surreal: | had just been in the throbbing inner city, and now,
only a few kilometres away, | was standing in front of an
old conveyor belt in an expansive, empty space with water
in front of me and a world of decay all around me.”! This
world was once a wharf, and the conveyor belt, 110 metres
long, once transported coal. Today it is the visual centre-
piece of the largest private art museum in China?

Ten metres tall, eight metres wide, erected in the 1950s
of steel and concrete and showing its age - this is the
structure that Liu used as an exciting point of departure
for the museum. In addition, he had to integrate an already
existing underground parking garage. He managed to do
so with a simple yet ingenious solution of thin, movable
concrete walls. The bearing walls are positioned in such
a way that they align with the underground construction,
and with them additional lightweight walls of metal grilles,
glass and concrete comprise the new aboveground struc-
ture. The nearly square museum bridges the conveyor
belt in one spot, otherwise it appears to acknowledge the
primacy of the older structure and draws back from it. The
beltis allowed to extend eastward unhindered before it
is enveloped by the museum. But it not only serves as an
excuse to spectacularly break through the new building’s
smooth outer shell, it also functions as outdoor exhibition
space, and so has been given a new assignment without
obscuring its original function.

Some of the walls bend forward at the top to form
wide projections, creating a sort of umbrella structure that
not only protects the contemporary art and its viewers
but also the old conveyor belt. The structure does not
want to deny its past or even destroy it, which is unusual
in present-day China. The right of use of industrial build-
ings is fixed at fifty years - tearing it down would not have
been a problem?

Inside, the umbrellas cause a similar effect: among
the massive fragments of suggested barrel vaulting
and simple, grey concrete walls you never feel small,
oppressed or uncomfortable. On the contrary: here,
too, you feel enclosed and safe - and at the same time
unexpectedly free. Liu considered this important: from the
start his concept included a “free wall plan” - no inflexible
rooms, but walls that penetrate each other, appear to
overlap, interrupt a floor here, open up the view of another
one there. “Viewing an art piece [then] is to allow the
body to move with a consciousness, to realize a sense
of freedom, which is the critical reason why we choose
the free wall plan.”*

When leaving the Long Museum, one looks afresh
at the conveyor belt. It has become a harmonious
component of the museum experience, part of the
Gesamtkunstwerk that is the city.®

Long Museum West Bund, Shanghai | 39







Naga Site Museum
Naga, Sudan

David Chipperfield Architects Berlin
In the planning phase

Building 1,400 sq.m

Excavations from the site

The museum in Naga in Sudan’s Butana steppe will be
small. Compared to most museums we know, even tiny.
It will measure exactly twenty metres wide and sixty
metres long, and will no doubt see very few visitors a
week. But they are not what is most important. Most
important are the excavated objects protected from the
sun and disintegration in this museum.

The ancient city of Naga, which flourished around
AD 250, encompassed a full square kilometre; today
fifteen of its temples survive, including the Hathor Chapel
and the Amun Temple with its avenue of rams, both
UNESCO World Heritage sites since 2011. Since 2013 exca-
vations have been under the patronage of Munich’s Staat-
liches Museum Agyptischer Kunst (Egyptian Museum).
Archaeologists have measured the Hathor Chapel, which
s threatened with collapse, with digital 3D scanning, and
now portions that cannot be salvaged are being replaced
with copies, while the originals are meant to remain on
s%=' These, along with other artefacts, will be found in
e Naga Museum which will lie a good two kilometres
Torth of the excavation site and barely interact with it.
75 the architects, David Chipperfield Architects Berlin, it
was important that the historic site remains undisturbed,
@72 many museum directors and caretakers of monu-
Tents have praised the practice’s considerate treatment
oF ancient structures” as well as the architects’ feeling
%2¢ $he landscape and surroundings? The architects
=mseives see architecture as having a stabilising and

gmot=ctive function.

The Naga Museum will be built of tamped concrete,
using sand from its surroundings, and with its warm ochre
tones blending with the hilly desert landscape. The roof
will be constructed of prefabricated concrete slabs,
forming a series of flat steps sloping downward from
the entrance to the back of the building, and from the
side simply looking like wind-blown sand. It is only when
viewed from above that the roof's concrete-grey structure
will be seen, and how it lets light into the interior.

The building design quotes the layout of the ancient
Amun Temple, with its columned entrance and two rows
of columns inside. In order to structure the building and
in imitation of the Roman cella, the practice created a
few separate spaces that serve as offices and storerooms.
The building has no windows; light only enters from
the side in the loggia in the entrance area and in the small
central courtyard. Additional light streams down from
between the offset roof slabs, whose slope is taken up
by a ramp running through the building's interior. The
museum does completely without glass.

The architects see their job as mediating between
material and what can be done with it. They first consider
a structure’s surroundings, then draw on their accumulated
knowledge to create something new.® Their respectful
treatment of the terrain makes them less modern, less
contemporary than many of their colleagues. But in return
they can free themselves from the constraints of Modern-
ism, and were able to design a tiny museum in the desert
that almost looks as if it has stood there for 2,000 years.

Naga Site Museum | 55
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