I.M. Pei Reflects on
Library Design

Inju]',' of this year 1. M. Pei
received a Medal of Liberty for
accomplishment in his field.
While Dr., Pei has designed
many other significant and
beautiful buildings, it was his
work on the Kennedy Library
that brought him world
recognition.

Born in Canton, China into a
prominent banking family, Dr.
Pei used to watch American
tilms and dreamed that he
would some day come to live in
our country. It was in America
that he studied architecture and
began his prominent career.

When the Library first
opened in October of 1979, Dr.
Pei looked back on the extraor-
dinary challenge of designing a
memorial for one of America’s
best-loved presidents. *“The
Library must be worthy of the

individual whose historical
legacy it safeguards,” he said.

“It must speak of his deeds and

his vision. And in our time

there have been few public men

for whom this symbolic
aspect has greater importance
than for John Fitzgerald
Kennedy”

Dr. Pei believes that “‘the
symbolic expressiveness of the
Library gains enormously from
the site on which it stands.”’
Built on a point overlooking
Boston Harbor, the site is clear-
Iy a spectacular sctting for a
memorial to a President who
loved the sea. In this dramatic
place, Dr. Pei attempted o
recapture some of John Kenne-
dy's youthful and buoyant con-
fidence in a building whose
simple white forms suggest a
lighthouse or a beacon.”

After viewing the Library's
film on the life of President
Kennedy and exploring the ex-
hibsit area with its many photo-
graphs and memorabilia, visi-
tors conclude their stay in a

place where they can reflect on
what they have seen. In many
ways, the glass enclosed pavil-
ion is the heart of the Library.
In Dr. Pei’s words, “'It is the
Library’s most prominent visual
feature, giving coherence and
focus to the whole design. It is
also the place where the
Library’s symbolic importance
reaches its culmination. Except
for a large American flag sus-
pended o one side from the
ceiling, there is no distraction
from the contemplation of the
vast panorama of sky, land, and
water that lies beyond.”
Recently, Dr. Pei was inter-
viewed on ABC's Good Morn-
ing America by David Hart-
man, who noted that the suc-
cess of the Library design is due
in good part to the fact that Dr,
Pei is s0 successful with geo-
metric shapes and is a master
with glass. Interviewed in the
Library pavilion, Dr. Pei ex-
plained that . . .this idea of
creating a space that opens out,
not only to Boston but actually
to the world, to the future, is
what I thought [would] be ap-
propriate for the president.”
Asked about how difficult it
has been for him o take
chances with his designs, Dr.
Pei offered this advice, “*You
have to believe in yourself. You
have to have goals which are
not easily reached. But you also
have to know vour limits, You
should go [to] the limit'" Presi-
dent Kennedy would have ad-
mired Dr. Pei's attitude, as well
as the vision and ambition that
created this beautiful structure.
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