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Abstract

After modernist architecture encountered a bottleneck, facing the dilemma of in-
creasingly homogenized architecture, the American architect Robert Venturi pub-
lished the book "Complexity and Contradiction in Architecture,” criticizing Mies's
modernist architecture. Mies believed that "less is more"”, and Robert Venturi be-
lieved that this view led to modern architecture being too simplified, too function-
al, and lacking in artistry. Robert Venturi believed that good architecture should
have complexity and contradiction, opening a new chapter for postmodern archi-
tecture. Oriental spatial consciousness is rooted in oriental aesthetics and has the
philosophical connotation of oriental aesthetics. Robert Venturi's view of archi-
tecture shows the characteristics of Eastern philosophy, just as he did not want
black and white, but gray in between. The oriental spatial consciousness, which

emphasizes the holistic view and the concept of "Qi" in everything, also shares
similarities with the ideas of complexity and contradiction. This paper takes the
Mu Xin Art Museum as an example to explore the manifestation of architectural
complexity and contradiction in Eastern spatial aesthetics.
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1. Background of Complexity and Contradiction in Architecture

After World War 1, the "International Style" swept across Europe and America, influencing the world. In the
following 30 years, architecture became increasingly homogenized, lacking local architectural features (Li Weil,
2006). Especially in the United States, Mies' "less is more™ theory was overused due to the need for rapid produc-
tion, making efficiency and functionality the standards for measuring architecture. The architectural community
urgently needed a revolution to break the dogmatic state of "less is more."

The "post™ in postmodernism actually means opposition, which is, opposing modernism. The first to propose
postmodernism in architecture was American architect Robert Venturi. He opposed Mies' "less is more" theory,
believing that architecture should have human warmth rather than being cold industrial products. He thought that
the so-called "less" was a neglect of thinking about the cultural and historical significance behind architecture, but
he also did not advocate the replication of tradition. In Complexity and Contradiction in Architecture, he compared
classical architecture and modern architecture to "black” and "white." He would not choose either black or white,
but gray, and he believed that "inclusion” was better than "exclusion". Venturi's concept of complexity and contra-
diction always requires a holistic view, existing in integrity or implicit in integrity.
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2. Complexity and Contradiction

Venturi's idea of architectural complexity does not mean deliberately creating more complex-looking buildings
to refute some overly simplistic forms in modern architecture. Instead, it is the "complexity" born out of real needs.
Venturi does not deny Mies' architectural aesthetics, but he believes that such extreme and pure architecture is a
result of escaping reality. The birth of a building should involve urban appearance, society, humanities, and other
aspects, which are inherently complex in reality. Designers should face difficulties instead of avoiding them.

Contradiction is reflected in "balancing both sides”. A building with a simple exterior and complex interior is
somewhat contradictory. In fact, the form of the building's exterior responds to the surrounding urban texture, while
the interior form responds to the users. Venturi believes that architecture should not only respond to one aspect but
should take both into account.

3. The Manifestation of Complexity in Mu Xin Art Museum's Architectural Design

The Mu Xin Art Museum is located in Wuzhen, Zhejiang, with the surrounding urban texture being the Wuzhen
Scenic Area. The designer responds to the surrounding texture in terms of building volume and form while main-
taining the characteristics and functions of modern architecture (Zhuang Mingyu, 2018). In terms of volume, the
museum is slightly larger than the Wuzhen Scenic Area, so it does not appear detached from the surrounding envi-
ronment when viewed. In terms of form, several small boxes are placed in between the corridors. The hollowed-out
form at the bottom of the building makes it appear to float on the water. The boxes and corridors mimic the houses
and bridges connecting the houses in the traditional Wuzhen architecture. The hollowed-out bottom reduces the
volume and creates the scene of houses standing in the water of Wuzhen.

Venturi also emphasizes in "Complexity and Contradiction in Architecture” that the complexity he thinks of is
not meaningless complexity. The need for the Mu Xin Art Museum's appearance to blend into the surrounding en-
vironment is the motive for the designer's form design, but the museum's appearance is not as neatly arranged as
traditional Wuzhen houses. Instead, the boxes are arranged in a staggered manner, forming a somewhat complex
and non-monotonous architectural form. At the same time, it also responds to the client, Mr. Mu Xin's wish that his
art museum is "a series of boxes".

4. Contradiction in the architectural design of Mu Xin Art Museum

The architectural contradiction of Mu Xin Art Museum is reflected in its unique circulation. The circulation re-
flects Venturi's interpretation of a building with contradictions between the exterior and interior. From the outside,
the viewer might easily assume that the building's circulation should be from left to right, with the entrance on the
left and the exit naturally on the right. However, the actual internal circulation has the visitors entering and exiting
through the same point, which is also due to the need for circulation within the exhibition hall. The exterior of the
building is designed to integrate with the surrounding texture, while the interior responds to the functional needs of
the users.

From the external form, the connection between the box and the box is staggered, and walking into the Mu Xin
Art Museum to observe the individual box spaces is an orderly symmetrical space. The change of the external form
creates a good visual effect, the interior is used as an organized functional space, and the generation of the interior
space also depends on the construction of the external building.

5. Complexity and contradiction in Oriental spatial aesthetics

In addition to embodying architectural complexity and contradiction, the Mu Xin Art Museum also reflects
oriental spatial consciousness. Due to its unique geographical location, the exterior of the building responds to the
surrounding traditional residences and has a holistic view under oriental spatial aesthetics. The interior, influenced
by the exterior, also exhibits the effects of "changing scenery with every step™ and "winding paths leading to sec-
luded spots” found in classical Chinese gardens. The following will explore the embodiment of complexity and
contradiction in oriental spatial aesthetics.

Oriental spatial aesthetics believe that the universe is an indivisible whole, with all contradictions contained
within. This is reflected in architecture as individual buildings within a group are interconnected and integrated into
the environment (Yang Jing & Jia Qiang, 2000). This consciousness is manifested in the exterior of Mu Xin Art
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Museum, which is composed of a series of interconnected boxes, and the building also responds well to the sur-
rounding texture. The holistic view of Oriental aesthetics is similar to the viewpoint proposed by Venturi in Com-
plexity and Contradiction in Architecture that complexity and contradiction are both based on completeness. The
complex exterior, courtyard layout, and changing direction of interior glass create the effect of "changing scenery
with every step” commonly seen in oriental architecture.

Ancient Chinese philosophers believed that the universe was filled with the "qgi" that drives all things, so archi-
tecture has a spirit and a vital "qgi". This also reflects the care for people by ancient Chinese architects. Venturi's
denial of Mies is also because, although his architectural forms were pure, his architecture lacked concern for
people. In 1972, the modernist residential area designed by Fumihiko Maki was destroyed and seen as the end of
modernism. Based on affordable housing and government budget constraints, Maki actively or passively discarded
all unnecessary decorations and some functions in the design, fully embodying the modernist design concept that
function determines form. Eventually, a series of social problems arose, creating a breeding ground for criminals.
Although the direct cause cannot be attributed to architects and modernist architecture, it was undoubtedly a live
target for criticizing modernism at a time when the architectural field urgently needed a breakthrough. It also
proves that architecture has a social nature and is closely related to the social and cultural context. Solving the so-
cial issues of architecture is a major focus in addressing architectural complexity, and recognizing the premise of
architectural complexity also requires acknowledging the "architecture has a spirit™" in oriental spatial aesthetics.

Architecture has a spirit, and the "qgi" of architecture can also refer to its temperament, especially in charac-
ter-themed buildings like the Mu Xin Art Museum. The following example (Figure 1) combines the facade of the
Mu Xin Art Museum with Mr. Mu Xin's paintings, showing that the overall elegant temperament and abstract form
of the Mu Xin Art Museum are in line with Mr. Mu Xin's elegant and abstract painting style. Expressing appropri-
ate architectural temperament is one of the tasks of architectural complexity. Architectural temperament distin-
guishes different buildings, and because of the temperament, architecture cares for people and has a human touch.

Figure 1. Picture of the combination of Mu xin’s paintings and elevation of Mu Xin Art Museum.

The commonality between the holistic view of oriental spatial aesthetics and the contradictory nature of archi-
tecture lies in their inclusive and accommodating attitudes towards contradictions. From the perspective of Mies'
modernist pursuit of form and function, the exterior of the Mu Xin Art Museum actually conforms to the function
of "visiting exhibition halls one by one". However, the circuitous circulation and architectural appearance are con-
tradictory, which not only provides visitors with unexpected experiences but also makes full use of the dramatic
spatial experience at the entrance. In fact, the Mu Xin Art Museum is not a postmodern architectural example. Its
clean and concise design captures strong influences of modernism, and it does not follow Venturi's belief that "ar-
chitecture should take a decorative path". However, the building does exhibit architectural complexity and contra-
dictions, perhaps due to the application of oriental spatial aesthetics in its design.

In "Complexity and Contradiction in Architecture”, Venturi states: "l like elements to be mixed rather than ‘pure’,
eclectic rather than ‘clean’, distorted rather than 'straightforward', ambiguous rather than ‘clear', both peculiar and
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impersonal, both annoying and ‘interesting’, preferring ordinary to ‘contrived’, accommodating rather than
‘exclusive’, preferring excess to 'simplicity’, both old and innovative, preferring inconsistency and uncertainty to
directness and clarity. | advocate for a messy and dynamic approach over an obvious unity. | agree with
non-deductive reasoning and support dualism (Robert Venturi, 2017)".

Venturi's architectural view reveals the influence of oriental philosophy - the Doctrine of the Mean. Just as he
doesn't want black and white but the gray in between, he prefers ambiguity and vagueness over clarity and visibility.
Between tradition and modernity, he does not advocate for blindly returning to tradition or getting stuck in the
quagmire of modernism. Venturi's architectural view actually implies a control of "degree"”, just as the Doctrine of
the Mean controls the "degree”. His views often dwell ambiguously between two extremes. Because they encom-
pass multiple aspects rather than monism, they are complex. The contradictions arise from considering and balanc-
ing different aspects.

6. Conclusion

Through the analysis of the architectural design of the Mu Xin Art Museum, which embodies both Western arc-
hitectural thought - complexity and contradiction, and oriental spatial aesthetics, we gain a deeper appreciation of
the wisdom of ancient people and oriental spatial aesthetics. The current dilemma of Chinese architecture is the
proliferation of architectural designs that are greatly influenced by Western architectural theories but lack innova-
tion and connotation, and there are fewer architectural works that can integrate the strengths of Chinese and West-
ern architecture (Cai Shigian, 2009). In the context of the convergence of Chinese and Western cultures, it is essen-
tial to combine Chinese and Western design theories in design practice while preserving and promoting Chinese
design philosophy.
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