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Portrait

By Huang Yuanzhao

Respectively born in 1969 and 1972, LIU Yichun and CHEN Yifeng both
worked in Tongji Architectural Design and Research Institute after their
graduation from Architecture Department of Tongji University. For LIU,
his days in Guangzhou Design Institute was another experience. In
2001 the duo, with ZHUANG Shen, established Atelier Deshaus, which
was certificated with architectural design qualification and registered as
first class architects office in 2004. “Da She" was named after Germany
term “DESHAUS", the possessive adjective of “house”. The name also
manifests atelier’s first concern, broader sensitivities about the cultural
meanings of architecture, operating earnestly in the reality of current
situations. Deshaus extracts three keywords, “boundary”, “detachment”
and “juxtaposition”, to conclude their recent design methodology. Without
jettisoning tradition, they are looking forward to build up a foundation
consistent with tradition, then, take contemporary position as their point of
departure and set out a journey of re-creation.

One concentration in Deshaus’s works is to establish the relationship between
geometrical blocks. This preference may be unconscious, or perhaps an
expression of their design attitude. They think the proper relationship are
normally emerged from the simple and succinct geometries, so as the
intention hiding behind. In this way, the manipulation of elementary blocks in
Deshaus’ works serves to elaborate a certain relationship. Geometrical blocks
melt into the relationship they produce, this demonstrates the abstract concept
implemented in Deshaus’s practice.

The floating tri-houses accomplished in Kunshan, Jiangsu Province,
speaks the contrast of the solid and the void. This can be told from the
masses and balconies, specifically the different approaches adopted in the
first level and the second level. The two levels pose an orthogonal gesture
vertically.Moreover, a juxtaposed relationship is produced through the
intersection of two orientations. This is further articulated by the contrast of
materials. Besides, architects use raw stones and square tiles to respond
to the region, which is also characterized the general space by the inward
facing courtyards. Thus, it is considered as a continuum of traditional
culture in using native materials and form system.

Xiayu Kindergarten in Qingpu, Shanghai, continues the exploration of
expressing relationship through geometrical blocks composition. However,

they turn to the plan organization of literal garden for inspiration, that
is, if there is a story about garden, how can it be told in the context
of contemporary culture? The attempt was to design a path, which
embodies the intricate meandering in literal garden, encouraging people
to experience the garden in contemporary time and space. The path is an
experience of space perceiving. The theme of garden dominates Deshaus’
practice for years. “Juxtaposition” can be found in the spatial relationship
between geometrical blocks. The mix of high and low densities, and the
contrast of color expresses the sense of “juxtaposition” from bottom to top.
This relationship can also be found in the balance of the square objects
and the meander path. Though the blocks are concise, the complexity
emerging out is unreduced.

In architecture category, these geometrical blocks remind people of
the objects in Purism, a representation of pure aesthetics; or the form
abstractions, metaphorical abstractions in Minimalism by reducing forms to
the simple, original ones.

Another ostensive architectural language of Deshaus is the surface. In the
years of practice, Deshaus has developed a set of design approaches of
delicate facade. Facade is a planar texture, at the same time it is a material
surface. Some of them are integrated with structure, some are isolated
from the traditional wall-column system, and some are situated between
structure, outer skin and windows. These approaches render the surface
a thick or thin membrane intermediates between inner or outer space. In
their definition, surface is the interface for senstation.

Surface-layer(single/double) and surface-space constitute the dual
aspects of the presentation. In the cases of surface-layer, outer surface
is emphasized instead of the inner space. It can be categorized into
two single or double. By cutting, duplicating and collaging, the material
displays its multiple characteristics. Surface has been intensified to the
visual sensation. For example, the inclosing wall of Xiayu Kindergarten
is seamed with branch like slots. On the facade of Electron Department,
Dongguan Institute, the U-profile glass and louver respectively envelope
the upper and lower levels at random, which is representative of
thinking methodology in building enclosure with different materials and
arrangement. For the building of Literal Arts College, the concept of



surface is further distilled — the joints of U-profile glass, the handrails and
the lifted ground embody the building with lightness. The surface is dimly
visible, inside it is the wide open ramp. In Office Building of Qingpu Private
Enterprise Association, two different patterns, cracked ice and dragonfly
wings can be found on the inner and out layer glazing, overlapping on
each other. In the Plot 6 of Jishan Base, the randomly punched openings
contrast with the dark wooden blinds on the second and the third floor. The
synthetic application of different kinds of glazings, transparent, translucent
and opaque results the undulating effect of facade, meanwhile enriches
the essence of glazing. In the Gas Administration Building in Jiading New
Town, the randomly opened slots accent the contrast of the texture of
corten steel and board formed concrete.

The spatial possibility is the main theme of surface-space exploration,
where the surface dialogues with the inner and outer space of their
architecture. As a result, the inner or outer space becomes the
extension part of surface, and the surface is embodied with depth
reciprocally. Thus, the surface becomes a medium of experiencing
the space that surface envelopes. In Office Building of Qingpu Private
Enterprise Association, the surface has been expanded to the boundary
of the whole site and becomes an ambiguous frame embracing the
architecture. The landscape in buffering zone reconciles the conflict
between architecture and the site. This is the so-called surface-inner
space tendency. In the case of Jiading New Town Kindergarten, the
facade is punched with square openings of various sizes. These
windows, combined with the enclaved spaces, ramps, classrooms and
atriums, create the atmosphere where surface and ramp permeating
into each other. Surface-outer space tendency this is.

Observing these works, no matter the blocks are independent or
isolated, or configuration interlocked, or the detachments of blocks, all
the attempts can be taken as the search of architectural language based
on the elementary geometries, or that of a contrast, a relationship, as
what Deshaus manifestes itself. Due to the simplicity and purity in their
architectural works, there clearly merges the relationship and meanings
hiding behind. In architectural view, the impression of simple blocks and
expressive surface interweaves into each other. Besides, Deshaus takes
surface as the production of current consumptive society. Considering the

power of consumption and mediation, image becomes the most straight
way of information conveying. In this sense, surface is another image. As
an architecture firm roots in the contemporary culture, Deshaus doesn’t
evade the effection from image. Instead, the surface becomes a tool
expressing Deshaus’ design attitude.

Despite the affection of geometrical blocks and surface, Deshaus is more
obsessed with literal garden and traditional Chinese culture and how it can
survive through modern interpretation. They gradually extract the three
terms, “boundary”, “detachment(Li)” and “juxtaposition” as the keywords of
understanding their works. To be more specific, “detachment” stands for an
aesthetical view, “juxtaposition” refers to an approach and “boundary” is a
method. These three words effect in different ways. “Boundary” describes
an idea of how space exists, an inward facing tendency stemmed out of
the sense of self-protection, which has always been a reflection of Chinese
mental state for a very long time. “Li” represents a classic aesthetical view
in Chinese traditional category, pointed out by Zong Baihua, a pioneer
of Chinese modern aesthetics. In Zong's classic work “Aesthetic Walk”,
he gives out the definition of “Detachment(Li)”, an idea closely related to
architectural concept. In Chinese, “Detachment” is interchangable with the
word “Beauty”, and that's how “detachment” is coherent with aesthetics.
Juxtaposition is an approach to construct relationships — by putting objects
together, which creates a dynamic and vivid assemblage.

By adopting three keywords, “boundary”, “detachment” and “juxtaposition”,
Deshaus develops their own design methodology. They never stop
learning from the essence of Chinese traditional culture. On the other
hand, they never give up the creation. This process is filed with all kinds
of relationships. Deshaus, however, is expecting an ambiguous but
obsessive one. That's why they think tradition is a personal touch, which
can be intervened from a contemporary position by using new material
and methods. To interpretate the tradition is a re-staging of memory as
well as a process of re-creation. The multiple facets in Deshaus’ thoughts
and exploration gradually maturate in their years of practice, and keep on
evolving. The point is, they take a firm stand with tradition as well as their
will to forge ahead on the road of modernism.

Translated by Zhou Jianjia and Proofed by Wang Xuepei
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Youth Center of Qingpu is located in the new town on the east side of the old city. By contrast to the old city, the traditional small-scale spatial system in
Jiangnan area is no longer existed in the public space of the new town. The whole theme is based on the large-scale urban environment: on the premise of
considering the adjacent building scale, we are aiming to explore the possibility of the humanized small-scale public spatial sequence in order to reconstruct
the memory of traditional Jiangnan townscape scale. According to the requirement of Youth Center, we decided to divide the whole program into a serial of
small individual functional spaces, and then utilize them by various types of open spaces such as courtyard, plaza and lane. Normally, the traditional buildings
in Jiangnan area, the exterior and interior space are equally treated. In this project, we would like to maintain the tradition. In the Youth Center of Qingpu,
regardless of the rooftop, the inner and outer space are interweaving in complete harmony, and in turns, these interesting human-scale spaces are well
corresponding to the characteristics of teenagers and fulfill their activities requirement. The kids' adventure was encouraged in these small-scale interweaved
space. We hope them experiencing what they might achieve in a small town, such as numerous possibilities of destination, wandering and meeting with
unexpected. In the other words, we create a place of social interaction and human care for the teenagers. A building could also become a small city.
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